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ABSTRACT
OUTSIDE UNIVERSITY WALLS: ALEXANDRA DAVID-NEEL’S INFLUENCE
IN DEVELOPING THE FIELD OF BUDDHIST STUDIES
Mary Michele, Ed.D.
Department of Counseling, Adult and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2014
Amy D. Rose, Co-Director
Jorge Jeria, Co-Director
Alexandra David-Neel (1868-1969) was a Frenchwoman who is known primarily as
an adventurer, explorer, and travel writer because she walked across the Himalayan Mountains
into the city of Lhasa in 1924 when foreigners were prohibited from entering Tibet. She
returned to Europe to write about her experiences in two famous books: My Journey to Lhasa
(1993) and Magic and Mystery in Tibet (1971).
David-Neel wrote twenty more books about mystical, philosophical, sociological,
political, and historical themes (published on five continents) that reflect discourses that
changed over time within different cultures. The discourses about Orientalism and colonialism
along with feminist and gender studies intersect in the discussion about the historical context in
which David-Neel lived, the cultural milieus of Western Europe and Asia where she wrote her
books, and the reception of her books by the public. One must read a combination of travel
books and autobiographical narratives in order to understand David-Neel as a person, the
influence of her writings on the general population, and the difficulty in categorizing those
writings.

The thesis of this dissertation is that David-Neel should be recognized as an educator
who occupied a position as an independent writer outside university walls at the beginning
of the field of Buddhist studies. She was a bridge between academic and popular education
through her lectures, articles, and books about comparative religion in Asian cultures. She
stimulated the interest and curiosity of the Western public in spiritual ways of knowing, in
Buddhism as a viable way of life, in Tibet as a country, and in Tibetans as a unique ethnic
group. The Fourteenth Dalai Lama credited David-Neel with “preserving” the Tibetan culture
as it existed before the Chinese invasion through photographs and descriptions of the Tibetan
people based upon her own experiences.
The five chapters in this dissertation discuss David-Neel’s life (early influences,
educational background, obstacles and turning points that prompted her decisions), her works
as a travel writer, her analysis of European and Asian cultures, her influence on the field of
Buddhist and Tibetan studies, her innovative educational practices, and directions for future
research.
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PREFACE
This introduction highlights David-Neel’s role as a travel writer and the impact that her
writing had on the formation of the Western public’s perception of Tibet and its people. Public
perception, in turn, affected the way that pioneers in the field of Tibetan studies approached
their subject. David-Neel was a very influential travel writer. Specialists wrote about Tibet and
the Tibetan culture from the perspective of their own field for select audiences while DavidNeel wrote for a broad audience. She brought her perceptions of the Tibetan culture into the
intellectual commons through lectures, articles, and books. Her two most popular books, My
Journey to Lhasa (1993) and Magic and Mystery in Tibet (1971), were written before the
Chinese invasion of Tibet when the West was very interested in the Oriental way of life,
especially in the spiritual and the occult. David-Neel continued to write articles and books
about life in China and China’s relationship with Tibet before and after the invasion. For
example, David-Neel wrote an article titled “La question du Thibet” for Mercure de France in
1920 and gave a radio interview in Chengtu on the same topic in 1938. 1 One of her books,

1

Alexandra David-Neel, “La question du Thibet,” Mercure de France 140 (May-June 1920): 366-75.
1999), 1122-27.

2

Quarante siècles d’expansion chinoise was published in 1964. David-Neel was often asked

ix

her opinion about the conflict between China and Tibet. Her last interview took place shortly
human rights and ecological protection. These issues were very important to David-Neel
throughout her life, and she wrote about them in her articles and books. Her interpretation of
the Tibetan culture is reflected in the mainstream of Western media today.
In his book, Virtual Tibet: Searching for Shangri-La from the Himalayas to Hollywood
(2000), Orville Schell explored our collectively imagined Western versions of Tibet, “the
kaleidoscope of ‘virtual Tibets’ created over the past two and a half centuries.” 3 He traced the
phenomenon of Tibet as a product of Western imagination in the following sources: letters sent
by Catholic missionaries to their superiors during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
maps drawn by Indian pundits in the nineteenth century, reports of military expeditions at the
turn of the twentieth century, travel writings by the wave of seekers in the first quarter of the
twentieth century, journalistic coverage of the flight of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama and his
followers into exile in the mid-twentieth century, and in the current flood of multimedia
coverage. 4
Tibet was initially regarded as fertile ground for the conversion of non-Christians and
as a possible Central Asian trade center, but it gradually came to be viewed less as a place to
convert souls or trade wares and more for the benefit of one’s own soul. Schell asserted that
interest in “mysterious” Tibet originated during the industrial revolution as the result of the

2

Alexandra David-Neel, Quarante siècles d’expansion chinoise (Paris: La Palatine, 1964).

3

Orville Schell, Virtual Tibet: Searching for Shangri-La from the Himalayas to Hollywood (New York:
Henry Holt and Co., 2000), 12.
4

Ibid., 7.

dissatisfaction that many Westerners felt with modern society. While colonial expansionism
spurred a fascination with geographic exploration, the turmoil of World Wars I and II fostered
spiritual exploration in the hope of attaining peace and prosperity. 5 Westerners, anxious to
escape the hardships and uncertainty of their lives, sought refuge in the accounts of a mythical
kingdom hidden beyond the Himalayas where it was rumored that the pure of heart lived in
serenity and wise lama-fathers looked after the spiritual welfare of their children. Because
the Tibetan borders were closed to Westerners, Europeans were determined to penetrate the
country. This lack of transparency contributed to Western fantasies about the land and its
occupants. 6 The Trans-Himalayan barrier became a symbolic line of demarcation between
the known (considered boring) and the unknown (considered thrilling). Both Chinese and
Tibetans were puzzled about why Westerners wanted to go where they were not wanted.
David-Neel stated simply that it was the “absurd prohibition which closes Tibet” that made
her decide to go to Lhasa. 7
Schell imbedded this history within an account of the shooting of the film, Seven Years
in Tibet in 1997. This film was based on the life of Heinreich Harrer (1912-2006), an Austrian
mountaineer and author who lived in Tibet from 1946 until 1951, He was employed by the
Tibetan government as a translator and tutor to Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama (b.
1935). Harrer’s documentation of life in Tibet during the years immediately preceding the

5

Ibid., 131, 143, 148, and 151.

6

Peter Bishop, The Myth of Shangri-La: Tibet, Travel-Writing and the Western Creation of Sacred
Landscape (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989) quoted in Schell, 149.
7

Alexandra David-Neel, introduction to My Journey to Lhasa (Boston: Beacon Press, 1993).

x

8

Chinese invasion was the basis for the film. Because the filmmaker was unable to shoot in

xi

Tibet, a virtual Tibet was created in Argentina. The props were so authentic looking that even
the real Tibetan monks in the cast felt at home for the first time since their exile. Although
certain liberties were taken to ensure viewer interest, the costumes, props, and scenery were
extensively researched and painstakingly constructed to convey authenticity. In this way, an
artificial construct of Tibet— its history, geography, and culture—was presented to the general
public as real. 9
The Chinese invasion of Tibet in the nineteen-fifties refueled the fantasies of
Westerners about the possibility of Shangri-La being a real place. After the first reports told
how the Fourteenth Dalai Lama fled Tibet with one hundred thousand followers in 1959, there
was a surge in emotional, financial, and political support for Tibetans and curiosity about Tibet
as a geographically remote country. The publicity was not limited to newspapers, magazines,
and books. Tibet was featured on prime-time television, in situation comedies, and in
commercials. New films reminded Western viewers of the mythical Tibetan Shangri-La
depicted in older films. 10 Benefit speeches, celebrity parties, photo-shoot exhibitions,
congressional gatherings, meditation retreats, concerts, experimental theater productions, and
televised marches showed that the fascination with Tibet had changed into visible support
that was broadcasted all over the world. Nonprofit agency groups and nongovernmental

8

Schell, 87-89; See Heinrich Harrer, Seven Years in Tibet (London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1953).

9

Schell, chap. 14: “Illusion and Reality,” 205-21.

10

Ibid., 33-34, 41, 187, and 242-43. See also Leo D. Lefebure, “200 Years in Tibet: Glimpses in Fact and
Film,” The Christian Century (11 March 1998): 258-63. http://www.buddhism.lib.ntu.edu.tw. Older films were
Lost Horizon (1937 and 1965) and Kim (1950); newer films were Seven Years in Tibet (1997) and Kundun (1997).

xii
organizations wanted to create public awareness about Tibet’s adversity and the mission of the
Fourteenth Dalai Lama to secure self-determination for Tibet and to promote world peace. 11
The “Tibet question” refers to the conflict over the political status of Tibet and its
relationship to China. It questions the right of the Tibetans as a people to independence and
self-determination versus the right of the People’s Republic of China to maintain what it sees as
its historic territorial integrity. 12 One of the biggest problems facing the resolution of this
conflict was that most reports were biased in favor of either China or Tibet. Hollywood
productions and celebrity endorsements strongly supported (and still do today) Tibet’s
autonomy and condemned China’s invasion. Although this focus generated much-needed
financial aid, some critics feared that it could lead to protestations that would provoke China
to crack down even more powerfully on the Tibetans who still lived in Tibet. 13
Goldstein pointed out that this conflict was not well understood, in part, because the
supporters of both sides portrayed historical representations as well as current events in highly
emotional and often disingenuous terms in order to shape international perceptions and win
sympathy for their cause. 14 Goldstein and others, such as Grunfeld, Shakya, and Skakabpa,
probed beneath the political veneer to arrive at the perception of the so-called truth on each
side. 15 As Goldstein sorted out the fact and fancy of Tibet, he pointed out that the absence of

11

Schell, 35-38; Ann Frechette, Tibetans in Nepal: The Dynamics of International Assistance among a
Community in Exile, ed. Stephen Castles and Dawn Chatty (New York: Berghahan Books, 2004).
12

Melvyn C. Goldstein, The Snow Lion and the Dragon: China, Tibet, and the Dalai Lama (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1997), ix.
13

Tsering Shakya, The Dragon in the Land of Snows: A History of Modern Tibet Since 1947
(New York: Penguin Compass, 1999), 412-14.
14

Goldstein, x.

objective and impartial academic accounts of the social, political, and economic changes in

xiii

Tibet since 1950 reinforced the ability of politically motivated writers to describe the period
according to their own agenda. 16 Tsering Shakya agreed. In “The Development of Modern
Tibetan Studies,” he observed that the field of Tibetan studies had not dealt with Tibet as an
evolving and contemporary society but as a reflection of the current perceptions of popular
writers and scholars. 17 One of these popular writers was Alexandra David-Neel, whom
Jan Nattier called the forerunner and the “mother” of Tibetan studies. 18
Schell presented a short biography of David-Neel and a brief discussion about her
works. He noted that her scholarly knowledge of philosophical Buddhism did not prevent her
from being fascinated by the paranormal aspects of religious life or from presenting lamas in
ways that suggested that they might be on a so-called higher plane of spiritual practice than
what passed for as religion in the West. He added that while publishers and readers alike often
emphasized the mystical aspects of her writings, David-Neel was “a serious empirical observer
with extraordinary linguistic abilities and unsurpassed first-hand experience living among the
Tibetans” who maintained that everything related to psychic phenomena should be studied just
like any other science. 19
Schell’s admiration for David-Neel was tempered with criticism. He claimed that
15

Shakya, Dragon in the Land of Snows (1999); A. Tom Grunfeld, The Making of Modern Tibet, rev. ed.
(New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1996); Tsepon Skakabpa, Tibet: A Political History (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale
University Press, 1973).
16

Goldstein, 76.

17

Tsering Shakya, “The Development of Modern Tibetan Studies” in Resistance and Reform in Tibet,
ed. Robert Barnett and Shirkin Akiner (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1994), 1-14.
18

Jan Nattier, “Buddhist Studies in the Post-Colonial Age,” Journal of the American Academy of
Religion, Vol. 65, No. 2 (Summer 1997): 469-85. Not everyone agrees with Nattier’s assessment of David-Neel.
19

Schell, 273; David-Neel, introduction to Magic and Mystery in Tibet (New York: Dover, 1971), vi.

she did not recognize how uninspired the spiritual life could sometimes be in the Tibetan

xiv

theocracy. 20 As a result, many Westerners began to believe that Tibet held secrets of profound
spiritual wisdom, like the Shangri-La described in the film Lost Horizon. 21 Schell described
this movie as offering Occidentals “the perfect fantasy blend of East and West: the spiritual
ecumenicism of Madame Blavatsky and Alexandra David-Neel raised to the nth power,
a potpourri of Buddhism mixed with Christianity.” 22 However, Schell acknowledged that
David-Neel was an inspiration to others, past and present: to members of the French expedition
who met her in the border town of Kangding 23 in 1940, to American adventurers who carried
a copy of her book as they traveled to Lhasa, and to feminists as an example of bold
independence. 24 David-Neel was also an inspiration to me, a middle-aged adventurer
and adult learner, because of her influence in the field of education.
Since I am neither French, Asian, nor Buddhist, the life of a French Buddhist
scholar may appear to be an unusual subject for my dissertation in adult and higher education.
Alexandra David-Neel became the focus of my investigation as part of a personal learning
project. About twenty years ago, I decided to identify and try to fill in the gaps in my
education. I knew a little about history and geography, less about sociology and anthropology,

20

For example, see the writings of George Bogle.

21

Schell, 237 and 244.

22

Schell, 244.

23

Joëlle Désiré-Marchand, Alexandra David-Néel vie et voyages: Itinéraires géographiques et spirituels
(Paris: Arthaud, 2010), 670: Kangding (also known as Tatsienlou, Tatchienlou, and Dardsedo) was located in the
province of Sikang when David-Neel was there.
24

Schell, 235, 263, and 272. The American adventurers were Blake Kerr and John Ackerly.

and practically nothing about science, math, and economics. I knew how to earn money to

xv

make a living, but I did not know how to live comfortably in the world outside of my milieu.
When I analyzed my learning style, I discovered that my personal learning preferences were in
the humanities, fine arts, language arts, and education. I learn best by reading the biographies
and autobiographies of successful people. I began my project by reading about famous artists,
authors, and musicians who I admired. Then I found that many were acquainted with each
other. As I made the connections between when and where they lived, I learned more about
history, geography, sociology, and economics.
I came across David-Neel while I was investigating Westerners who traveled to the
East to learn about Asian beliefs at the turn of the twentieth century. I was impressed with
her because she lived in and wrote about what was at the time, the little-known region and
people of Tibet. She legitimized her works with personal interviews and photographs. This was
very unusual for the time. While investigating David-Neel’s life, I learned about anthropology
and her role as an early ethnographer. First, in 2000, I visited her home in Digne, France which
is now a museum and Tibetan cultural center. Next, I examined the secret dossier that the
British maintained on David-Neel at the British Library at the beginning of the twentieth
century. Finally, I traveled in her footsteps across China, Yunnan, and Tibet into the Potala
in Lhasa because I wanted to experience for myself what David-Neel experienced in that
unpredictable climate and rough terrain at the top of the world. I also wanted to explore the
fissure between the traditional Tibetan culture and the modern culture that is now dominated
by the Chinese. My research has expanded my thinking and enriched my life.
This dissertation was written in response to a call from the editors of the 2000 and 2010

xvi
Handbook of Adult and Continuing Education about making the field inclusive. Specifically,
they expressed an interest in the narratives of adult educators who have a philosophical or
cultural perspective that is different from that of the White, middle-class male in North
America. 25
The purpose of this paper is to introduce Alexandra David-Neel to a broader audience
and examine her work and life through an educational lens. This Frenchwoman became
internationally known in Europe and Asia during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries as an explorer, travel writer, and Buddhist pioneer. Her life exemplified the life of a
public intellectual and educator. Little research has been conducted to explore her ideas about
education or the way that her writing has influenced the way we study Buddhism today. These
are the central issues I examined.
My main research question was as follows: As a public intellectual, Alexandra
David-Neel was both a specialist and an amateur. What was her contribution to and perspective
about her activities as educational endeavors about the field of Buddhist studies as it developed
as an area of academic study? In order to discuss this broad question, the following
subquestions were developed:
1. Looking at the complexity of David-Neel’s life, how did she influence the growth
of the study of Buddhism and the ways that Buddhism is now studied?
2. As a figure devoted to public lectures and popular writing, where does

25

A. L. Wilson and E. R. Hayes, “A Selective History of the Adult Education Handbooks,” in Handbook
of Adult and Continuing Education, 2000 Edition, ed. Arthur L. Wilson and Elisabeth R. Hayes (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass, 2000), 30; Sharan B. Merriam, “Globalization and the Role of Adult and Continuing Education” in
Handbook of Adult and Continuing Education, 2010 Edition, ed. Carol E. Kasworm, Amy D. Rose, and Jovita M.
Ross-Gordon (Thousand Oaks, California, 2010), 408.

David-Neel’s work fit in the world of academic writing? What were her strengths, and what
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were her unique contributions?
3. Given David-Neel’s activities, how did she view her educational efforts and what
were her educational approaches?
Besides my personal interest, I selected Alexandra David-Neel as the subject of this
investigation for several other reasons. First, she was a woman whose entire life was based on
the ideals of liberal education and lifelong learning. Second, in order to convey her universal
message, she adapted her material to her audience and the cultures through which she traveled.
Third, as an “agent litteraire,” she designed her own itinerary on the lecture circuit and suffered
the inconveniences of poor accommodations and long-distance communication at the turn of
the century. Fourth, she took risks and challenged the status quo of Western European society
in order to fulfill her dream of living independently as a lecturer and writer about comparative
religion. Fifth, she was almost fifty years old when she became an initiated Buddhist and began
her arduous journey to Lhasa.
David-Neel was a Frenchwoman whose life as an explorer, adventurer, and educator
spanned more than a century, from 1868 to 1969. Best known for becoming the first European
woman to enter the forbidden city of Lhasa in 1924, she described her experiences for a general
audience in two books: My Journey to Lhasa (1993) 26 and Magic and Mystery in Tibet
(1971). 27 However, David-Neel was much more than a writer for the general public. She was a

26

Alexandra David-Neel, My Journey to Lhasa (New York: Harper & Bros., 1927); foreword and new
introduction (Boston: Beacon Press, 1993). Originally published in 1925 as Souvenirs d’une Parisienne au Thibet
in Peking (publisher unknown); republished in English in 1927 by Harper and Brothers as Voyage d’une
Parisienne à Lhassa. This book is hereafter cited as “My Journey.”
27

Alexandra David-Neel, Magic and Mystery in Tibet (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1971).

xviii
noted Orientalist, feminist, opera singer, practicing Buddhist, historian of comparative religion,
gifted linguist, amateur botanist, avid photographer, and popular educator.
David-Neel became known as a lecturer and writer about comparative religion at the
same time that a spiritual revival was taking place in the United States. While Americans were
attending lyceums, Chautauquas, and women’s groups in cities, towns, and rural areas at the
turn of the twentieth century, David-Neel was lecturing on a circuit across Western Europe and
Asia. Americans and Europeans frequently discussed topics such as how to live a moral life
in accord with nature, the importance of freedom and self-reliance, and women’s rights. Her
unique contribution was that she was promoting a return to the original precepts of the Buddha
while Americans were experiencing a spiritual reawakening and starting to become acquainted
with Buddhism. 28 David-Neel lived her motto, “follow your heart,” even though it was not
always easy, convenient, or socially acceptable. Her entire life is a legacy of hope for both
learners and educators today who want to follow their interests and fulfill their dreams.
David-Neel never wrote an autobiography, and she wrote very little about her personal
life in her books. Aside from official documents, most of her biographic information consists of
reminiscences scattered in letters she wrote to her husband, Philippe Néel, from 1904 to 1941.
The letters were originally published in two volumes: Journal de voyage: Lettres à son mari,

This is an unabridged republication of the English translation originally published by Claude Kendall, New York
in 1932. This work originally appeared in French (Paris: Plon) in 1929 as Mystiques et magiciens du Thibet.
This reprint includes all the illustrations from both the 1929 French and the 1932 American editions. This book
is hereafter cited as “Magic and Mystery.”
28

Eugene Taylor, Shadow Culture: Psychology and Spirituality in America (Washington, D.C.:
Counterpoint, 1999), 10 and 112-13.

11 août 1904 - 26 décembre 1917 (1975)

29

and Journal de voyage: Lettres à son mari,
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14 janvier 1918 - 31 décembre 1940 (1976). 30 The two volumes were later combined into
Correspondance avec son mari: Édition intégrale, 1904-1941 (2000).31 I used these volumes as
the sources of my information about David-Neel’s life. Because of the difference in pagination
between the two partial volumes and the integrated volume, I have cited the dates of (and often
quotations from) specific letters. I have also quoted from La lampe de sagesse (1986),32 a
personal journal with entries dating from 1889-1969 that was self-edited and published
posthumously. Recollections, memories, and musings written toward the end of David-Neel’s
life were published in sections of Le sortilège du mystère (1972) and L’Inde où j’ai vécu
(1951). 33 Other works that illuminate her life have been cited as they appear in this text. It is
important to understand that even though David-Neel did not write an official autobiography,
she left nuggets of information for future biographers that may or may not correspond with
actual events or conversations. Just as David-Neel crafted a disguise that enabled her to enter
Lhasa undetected as a foreigner, she crafted a persona to present to the public. Luree Miller
wrote the following description of David-Neel:

29

Alexandra David-Neel, Journal de voyage: Lettres à son mari, 11 août 1904 – 26 décembre 1917
(Paris: Plon, 1975). This book is hereafter cited as “Journal 1.”
30

Alexandra David-Neel, Journal de voyage: Lettres à son mari, 14 janvier 1918 – 31 décembre 1940
(Paris: Plon, 1976). This book is hereafter cited as “Journal 2.”
31

Alexandra David-Neel, Correspondance avec son mari: Édition intégrale, 1904-1941 (Paris: Plon,
2000). This book is hereafter cited as “Correspondance.”
32
33

Alexandra David-Neel, La lampe de sagesse (Paris: Rocher, 1986). Hereafter cited as “Lampe.”

Alexandra David-Néel, Le sortilège du mystère: Faits étranges et gens bizarres rencontrés au long de
mes routes d’Orient et d’Occident (Paris: Plon, 1972); Alexandra David-Néel, L’Inde où j’ai vécu: Avant et après
l’indépendance (Paris: Plon, 1951). These books are hereafter cited as “Lampe,” “Sortilège,” and “L’Inde,”
respectively.
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Her chameleonic nature defeated consistency: at one moment she was the
bold and daring explorer, at another the spiritual seeker seduced by the
contemplative life. Always present in her character, however, was a certain
sustaining shrewdness. That shrewdness, coupled perhaps with a French feeling
for style, enabled her to create and build upon her own legend—that of a woman
alone, joyful and free. 34
Before her death, David-Neel ordered her secretary to destroy specific correspondence and
notes that might have enabled a biographer to penetrate more deeply into her life. 35
Nevertheless, the papers that remain portray a remarkable woman.
Secondary sources include the following biographies that were authorized by the
Alexandra David-Neel Foundation in Digne, France: Alexandra David-Néel: L’aventure et
la spiritualité (Brosse, 1991), Le lumineux destin d’Alexandra David-Néel (Chalon, 1985),
Alexandra David-Néel vie et voyages (Désiré-Marchand, 2010), Alexandra David-Neel:
Portrait of an Adventurer (Middleton, 1989), On Top of the World: Five Women Explorers
in Tibet (Miller, 1984), and Dix ans avec Alexandra David-Néel (Peyronnet, 1997).
Barbara and Michael Foster published two biographies: Forbidden Journey: The Life
of Alexandra David-Neel (authorized, 1987) and The Secret Lives of Alexandra David-Neel
(unauthorized, 1998). 36 Another source is the Political and Secret Annual Files (1917-1925)
from the India Office Records of the British Library in London. 37

34

Luree Miller, “The French Scholar Adventurer: Alexandra David-Neel (1868-1969)” in On Top of
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I found a kindred spirit in this middle-aged woman who had the desire to “go beyond
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the garden gate, to follow the road that passed it by and to set out for the Unknown.” 38 It
seems incredible that a petite fifty-five-year-old woman would, despite her ailments and fears,
disguise herself as a mendicant pilgrim and walk thousands of miles over the ice-covered
passes of the Himalayan Mountains in 1923-1924 to enter the so-called forbidden city of Lhasa
in Tibet, a city that was closed to foreigners. Along the way, David-Neel encountered the
Tibetan culture as it existed during the first quarter of the twentieth century and preserved it
with her words and photographs. This, I think, was one of her most important contributions as
an educator. She was also present at the beginning of the formation of the field of Buddhist
studies. David-Neel asked questions that were new at the time, and her writings influenced
the way that the general public was introduced to Tibetan Buddhism. In addition, David-Neel
advocated a holistic, multicultural approach to learning based on the union of theory, practice,
personal experience, and cultural context that is used in education today.
In this dissertation, David-Neel’s influence on Buddhist and Tibetan studies is discussed
in five chapters: Chapter 1 presents a biographical sketch of David-Neel that describes her early
influences and educational background, personal difficulties that led to turning points in her
life, her decision to become a popular educator, and her views as a feminist. Chapter 2
discusses David-Neel’s works as a travel writer to place her work within a specific historical
context and to show how the discourses of Orientalism, colonialism, and feminism intersected
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in the production and reception of her works. Chapter 3 focuses on David-Neel’s interpretation
of culture, how she emphasized cultural context in her understanding of Tibetan daily life and
beliefs, and how she preserved Tibetan culture as it existed before the Chinese invasion of
Tibet for her readers. Chapter 4 explains David-Neel’s place in the field of Buddhist studies
during the twentieth century and explores how practitioners and investigators of Buddhism and
Bön (the belief system that preceded Tibetan Buddhism) used her writings to stimulate their
research. Chapter 5 contains a discussion of the educational implications of David-Neel’s life
and works, an examination of the research questions, and directions for future research.
There are five appendices: Appendix A shows photographs of David-Neel, Lama
Yongden, and Tibetan residents that were obtained from and printed with permission from the
Alexandra David-Neel Foundation. Appendix B shows the map of the little-known Kham
region of Tibet through which David-Neel and Lama Yongden traveled and had many
adventures. In her books, David-Neel described the terrain, interviewed and photographed the
people of the Kham, and provided the basis for subsequent research. Appendix C contains
David-Neel’s account of her 1911 visit to the political refugee Sri Aurobindo in Pondicherry,
India and her interview with the British authorities about the reason for her visit. Appendix D
presents the Political and Secret Annual File of the India Office Records for Sir George Pereira
from 1922 until his death in 1923. This file is significant because Pereira stated that he met
David-Neel in Jyekundo during her detention there during the winter of 1921-1922. He let her
make a copy of his map of the region that led to her discovery of the source of the Po River,
and he misled the authorities about the direction that David-Neel and Yongden were headed
after they left Jyekundo. The account of Pereira’s travels through Tibet is the last one before
his death. Appendix E is the Political and Secret Annual File of the India Office Records for
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Alexandra David-Neel from 1917-1925. It shows that the British authorities were tracking her
movements (under the code name “French Nun”) because they were not sure of her motives in
making alliances with high-ranking lamas in Sikkim (i.e., Prince Sidkeong and the Gomchen of
Lachen) and Tibetans (i.e., the Thirteenth Dalai Lama and the Ninth Panchen Lama). They had
difficulties following David-Neel because she donned a disguise as a mendicant pilgrim and
traveled to Lhasa for four months incognito. This file also contains the account of David-Neel’s
return to Gyantse in 1924 and the exchange between the British authorities about dropping the
charge against her for crossing the Tibet border without the proper authorization. The file is
important because it verifies David-Neel’s journey into Lhasa and it has never been published
before. Thanks are due to the librarians of the British Library in London for their assistance in
retrieving and copying this information.
Several issues regarding mechanics merit explanation. First, I refer to Alexandra
David-Neel as “David-Neel” throughout the dissertation in order to make it more readable, not
out of disrespect. Second, although she dropped the aigu in her surname (Neel), her husband
did not (Néel). The surname is written here both ways, depending upon the author and
publisher of my source. Third, there are a few inconsistencies in the spelling of place names,
such as Jakyendo and Chengtu, because I used the spelling that David-Neel used in each
passage cited, and those spellings varied.

CHAPTER 1
BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH: ALEXANDRA DAVID-NEEL
Introduction and Purpose of the Chapter
Short biographies about David-Neel have been included as part of collections about
travel writers, adventurous women, or practicing Buddhists. 39 This chapter focuses on
David-Neel’s educational background, her decision to become a popular educator, and her
views as a feminist. I investigate the following questions: Who were the major influences in
David-Neel’s life? How did she enlarge her vision to include other races and cultures? Where
was the locus of her spiritual beliefs, and what were her spiritual aspirations? How did she deal
with authority in the form of social mandates, laws, and those who represent them?
In this chapter, I present some of the salient moments in David-Neel’s life as she
remembered and recorded them in her books and correspondence. She tells us in her own words
about several turning points in her life as a student, an adventuress, a feminist, a Buddhist, an
explorer, and a popular educator.
Alexandra David-Neel was born on 24 October 1868 and died on 8 September 1969,
just a few weeks before her 101st birthday. 40 She was a complex woman who lived during
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See bibliography.

complex times. From the French Revolution in 1871 when her father carried the two-year-old
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toddler on his shoulders in Paris to show her where the insurgents had been executed 41 to her
dodging of bullets in China during the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1945, 42 her life was filled
with adventures. 43
Heritage and Formative Years: 1868-1886
Heritage
Alexandra David-Neel was born into a wealthy family from Brussels. Her father,
Louis David (1815-1904), was a former schoolmaster, journalist, and political activist in
France. He founded the Republican weekly, Courrier d’Indre et Loire, during the eighteenforties and wrote articles in which he criticized Napoleon III. He was elected to the Constituent
Assembly as a liberal in 1848, but the liberals were voted out the following year. Louis fled to
Brussels with his friend, Victor Hugo, after the coup d’État in 1851. 44 While in exile, he
earned money by giving French lessons to the three daughters of the Borghmans family in
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Arthaud, 2010), 583.
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2000), 261.
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David-Neel, Correspondance, 39n and 736-37 (Letter dated Lhassa, 28 février 1924);
Désiré-Marchand, 25-26.
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Belgium. The forty-year-old teacher married Alexandrine (1832-1917), their twenty-two-yearold adopted daughter, in 1854. 45
David-Neel did not record the circumstances surrounding her mother’s adoption
but wrote that because her mother was of mixed Dutch, Scandinavian, and Siberian stock,
she (Alexandra) considered herself to be part Asian. 46 Alexandrine inherited some money
and a small fabric boutique from her biological father that she eventually expanded to several
shops. Her careful management enabled the couple to live comfortably for many years until
the Paris Bourse collapsed in 1893. 47
After fourteen years of marriage, Alexandrine became pregnant. Louis wanted their
child to be born on French soil and receive French citizenship, so he returned to Paris under
the 1859 Amnesty Act. Louise Eugenie Alexandrine Marie David (known as “Alexandra” and
called “Nini” by her parents), was born in Saint-Mandé, a suburb of Paris, on 24 October 1868.
She was baptized Catholic a few days later at her mother’s request. 48
Formative Years
David-Neel described a traumatic experience during her early childhood in a letter to
her husband. She was two-and-a-half years old in 1871 when her father took her to witness the
45

Jean Chalon, Le lumineux destin d’Alexandra David-Néel (Paris: Perrin, 1985), 13-17. Alexandrine’s
adoptive father was the mayor of Louvain; Ruth Middleton, Alexandra David-Neel: Portrait of an Adventurer
(Boston: Shambala, 1989), 2-3.
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burning of Paris and the mass execution of men, women, and children. When she smelled the
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charred flesh of dead bodies heaped on cremation ghats in India in 1913, she recalled the
horrible scene in Paris, then wrote the following to her husband:
Yesterday, by writing the date, I suddenly realized that it was March 18th,
the anniversary of the Commune, the day of the pilgrimage of the Federated.
I never told you that I was there, at the Wall of the Federated, after the shooting,
while the corpses were hastily crammed in the trenches dug for this purpose.
I have a kind of vague vision. I was two years old at that time. If this is the first
time you hear this in detail, you will ask yourself who had taken me there. It was
my father who wanted, if possible, that I kept an impressive memory of human
ferocity under less dramatic tragic aspects. 49
Biographers Jacques Brosse and Ruth Middleton stated their opinions of the event.
Brosse asserted that as a former radical, Louis David tried to cultivate the same idealism and
thirst for social justice in his daughter that he had had in his youth. 50 Middleton suggested that
Louis David wanted his daughter to learn to accept life without flinching, to be aware of man’s
inhumanity to man, and to be a realist instead of a dreamer. 51
As David-Neel reminisced about her long life, she realized that her long-term interests
in travel, adventure, spirituality, and writing were rooted in her childhood. She often repeated
several anecdotes about her early desire for travel, adventure, and freedom that she believed
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began at two years old when she escaped from her grandmother’s house and garden in
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Touraine. She wrote, “the ‘beyond’ already fascinated me.” 52
A second child, a boy, was born to the Davids in 1873 but died at the age of six months.
David-Neel, then five years old, felt that her mother disliked her and wondered, “why a girl
would be less loved than a boy.” 53 Alexandrine was distraught at the loss of her son and
insisted on returning to Brussels to be near her parents. 54 On the evening before the family’s
departure to Brussels, David-Neel slipped away from her nurse and was found, unrepentant,
at the local police station after a widespread search. 55 David-Neel described her desire for
freedom and adventure as a young child in My Journey to Lhasa (1993):
Ever since I was five years old, a tiny precocious child of Paris, I wished to
move out of the narrow limits in which, like all children my age, I was then
kept. I craved to go beyond the garden gate, to follow the road that passed it by,
and to set out for the Unknown. 56
According to Brosse and Middleton, it was not only the love of adventure and freedom
that motivated David-Neel to leave home but also the need to escape from the unhappy
household that she described in her letters. 57 The child bonded with her idealistic father who
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promoted her education and rebelled against her practical mother who tried to prepare her for
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a role in upper-class society. 58 David-Neel wrote to her husband about her mother’s “wicked
indifference” and often stated her preference for her father: “I am the daughter of the man she
did not love. I am his daughter alone, in spite of the blood from which she made me and the
milk with which she nourished me.” 59
In general, David-Neel recalled a lonely, unhappy childhood from which she sought to
escape by reading books, tracing maps in atlases, playing the piano, and engaging in imaginary
journeys. These early interests gave her an intellectual avenue of escape and established the
foundation for her future accomplishments. 60 She wrote the following self-description in
1912:
The real companions are trees, the blades of grass, the rays of sun, clouds
running in the sky, twilight or early morning, the sea, the mountains. It’s from
all this that life flows, real life, the great life, and one is never alone when one
knows how to see and feel.
Me, I was born wild and lonely, and I believed these dispositions throughout
my life. I owe to them the joys that I would never have known without them. 61
These impressions, recalled by David-Neel decades later, help us to understand why she chose
her particular vocation of writer and explorer. She opened L’Inde où j’ai vécu (1951) with a
closed. In the background was a tall tree with protective branches. There was a small opening to an open road in
the wall.
58
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description of her love of travel books that began when she learned to read and prompted her
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pledge of personal travel:
In my parents’ house, a little girl of six years, I was absorbed for many hours
in reading stories by Jules Verne… My resolution was taking hold…Like them
[the heroes of Verne’s books], and even better if possible, I would travel! 62
Every evening before she went to bed, David-Neel traced the route of the adventurers in an
atlas that her father had given her. This affected the way she made future decisions because
she typically chose the path that would allow her to travel. 63 The entries in David-Neel’s
diary and the letters to her husband were written in 1912 while the preface to L’Inde (1951)
was written forty years later. These excerpts stress the fact that early reading influenced
David-Neel’s long-term interests and choices in her life.
Louis David, then sixty years old, took over his daughter’s education. They often
took long walks together discussing various subjects, such as history, religion, politics, and
literature. 64 On her way to interview the Thirteenth Dalai Lama in 1912, David-Neel
reminisced about these talks and credited her father with paving her way to success. Afterward,
she wrote to her husband about her feelings of happiness and gratitude toward her father. 65
When David-Neel was seven years old, she asked to be baptized as a Protestant, like
her father. Chalon referred to this act of defiance as “a declaration of war” because it brought
62
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the child’s feelings of animosity toward her devout Catholic mother out into the open. 66 In a
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diary entry written while she was living in an ashram in 1916, David-Neel stated that she
thought her mother was a religious fanatic. 67
David-Neel’s two baptisms (Catholic and Protestant) sparked a lifelong interest in
comparative religion that flourished after Alexandrine removed her from the Calvinist school
she attended and sent her to the Bois Fleuri, a Catholic boarding school for girls. By age ten,
David-Neel was a self-directed learner who read and discussed the works of St. Augustine and
Kierkegaard with the older students. At age thirteen, she discovered the legends of the Buddha,
and at fifteen, she studied the Gnostics. 68 David-Neel used boards for a bed, as the Stoics did,
and joked that she had “the soul of a medieval theologian who, in punishment for some fault,
had been reincarnated in the body of a schoolgirl.” 69
Despite her youth, David-Neel felt confident in her search for direct contact with the
Absolute. She wrote about her aspiration from the vantage point of maturity in her later years:
I thought not upon the extent or the power of my intellectual capacities whereas
I gave myself to this singular work, but I was deist in my own way and, in order
to unravel the truth, I counted absolutely upon a revelation from God before
whom – I said – an ant and an elephant are equal in importance and [also] in
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[their] insignificance, [are] the greatest scholars and a little girl. The little girl,
naturally, was me. I was then twelve years old. 70
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While her Catholic classmates at the Bois Fleuri attended obligatory daily mass,
David-Neel discussed religious subjects, such as the nature of the Holy Trinity, with four
Protestant companions whom she called hérétiques from England, America, and Germany. 71
David-Neel wrote positively about her experiences at the boarding school, but she still dreamed
of adventure and ran away from school several times in search of it. She wrote the following in
the introduction to her book, My Journey to Lhasa (1993):
Later on, I never asked my parents for any gifts except books on travel, maps,
and the privilege of being taken abroad during my school holidays. When a girl,
I could remain for hours near a railway line, fascinated by the glittering rails and
fancying the many lands toward which they led. But, again, my imagination did
not evoke towns, buildings, gay crowds, or stately pageants; I dreamed of wild
hills, immense deserted steppes, and impassable landscapes of glaciers! 72
David-Neel began the first chapter of Sous des nuées d’orage (1940) by declaring that
she “left” many times but never “arrived” at a final destination and added, “There is no being
that does not start out every day and every minute, consciously or not, for some adventure.” 73
David-Neel was fifteen when she received a copy of a journal published by the Society
of the Supreme Gnosis, an occult group who read treatises about alchemy, astrology, and
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metaphysics, from a classmate who knew of her interest in religious questions. The impression
of receiving it remained so vivid that many decades later, she opened the first chapter of
Le sortilège du mystère (1972) by describing the “journal with the pale blue cover and the
bizarre drawings.” 74 David-Neel examined the journal and exclaimed, “These people must
be crazy!” 75 She was determined to find out the truth for herself. While she was vacationing
with her parents during the summer of 1883, David-Neel left the resort without telling them in
order to meet Mrs. Elisabeth Morgan (d. 1891), an adept of the Supreme Gnosis, in England.
David-Neel reminisced about the significance of the event fifty years later in Sous des nuées
d’orage (1940):
I took advantage to slip away, the greatest freedom I enjoyed during a holiday
at the seaside in the north and, for a few days, I traveled on foot along the
Belgian coast, spent time in Holland, and embarked for England. I came home
after having exhausted the contents of my change purse. 76
This adventure represented a turning point in David-Neel’s life because it led to a close
association with Mrs. Morgan, an influential woman who became her confidant, benefactor,
and mentor. Mrs. Morgan initiated David-Neel into the occult, encouraged her spiritual
experimentation, promoted her education, arranged for her living quarters in London and Paris,
supplied her with information, and introduced her to prominent people. 77
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David-Neel continued to leave home without telling her parents. After she traveled to
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the Italian Lakes disguised as a married woman, Alexandrine became so exasperated that she
brought her seventeen-year-old daughter home and put her to work selling fabric in the family’s
boutique. David-Neel disliked the punishment but savored the joy of her adventure. 78
Many years later, David-Neel reflected that it was useless to try to punish her
by customary means because she had embraced Stoicism in her daily life after reading about
the austerities of the ascetics in their biographies when she was an adolescent. She used
physical self-torture to subdue her body to her mind and became indifferent to the usual
rewards for typical young nineteenth-century women, such as clothing, jewelry, and comfort. 79
David-Neel explained in a diary entry that she did not find it difficult to endure privations, but
it was very difficult to forgive the woman (i.e., her mother) who imposed the punishments. 80
David-Neel was genuinely surprised when her father sided with her mother about the
importance of adhering to social conventions. Both parents insisted that she be presented as a
debutante to the King and Queen of Belgium in 1886. Chalon observed that this ball was one of
the last acts of social splendor for the David family because Louis David had been making bad
investments, and the family fortune was dwindling. Although the debutante attended the ball,
she was uncooperative. Shortly afterward, David-Neel left home on a bicycle without telling
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her parents and rode from Brussels to Spain. Chalon maintained that her flight was again fueled
by her desire for freedom and love of adventure. 81
The David family was socially prominent in Brussels. The teenager’s behavior not only
embarrassed her parents but, in their opinion, also may have ruined her chance for a good
marriage. Chalon observed that at the end of the nineteenth century in Western Europe, young
men and women were closely confined within the family circle. For a woman to travel alone
was an unheard of eccentricity that was equivalent to dishonor and social death. “A young
woman who travels alone must give up all hope of marriage,” he wrote and added that
David-Neel did not care about marriage. Most of all, she wanted a life of freedom, travel, and
adventure. 82
Young Adulthood: 1886-1893
Désiré-Marchand wrote that a woman’s place at the end of the nineteenth century was
rooted in tradition. Women had not yet gained the right to secondary or higher education, and
it was unusual for them to travel alone, but times were changing. The paternalistic structures
of the church and family were beginning to crack and crumble. Westerners questioned the old
religious way of thinking and the authority of the church in their daily lives. This opened the
door to new interests, such as spiritualism and the occult. 83 A young woman from an upper
middle-class family generally had two options: marriage or the convent. David-Neel chose a
third option: freedom.
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Early Aspirations: 1886
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David-Neel described the tumultuous years from 1886 to 1893 in segments of several
books on which this section is based: L’Inde où j’ai vècu (1951), La lampe de sagesse (1986),
and Le sortilège du mystère (1972). 84 La lampe de sagesse was composed of a series of
reflections taken from David-Neel’s diaries as well as extracts from her unpublished
correspondence from 1889 to 1969. L’Inde où j’ai vècu (1951) and La lampe de sagesse (1986)
were personal recollections written when she was much older.
David-Neel completed her education at the Bois Fleuri in 1886 when she was eighteen
years old. She did not want a life of working in the family shop and attending social gatherings.
Instead, she wanted to study medicine and become a medical missionary, but her mother
opposed the idea. 85 David-Neel changed her plans, and in 1886, with her parents’ permission,
she entered the Royal Conservatory of Brussels to study music. She had already studied voice
and piano for several years and was an accomplished singer and pianist. David-Neel was
awarded a diploma and first prize in singing when she completed her studies in 1889. 86 This
talent later enabled her to earn an independent living as an opera singer. Louis David promoted
his daughter’s operatic career and respected her desire to achieve financial independence while
his more practical wife hoped David-Neel’s musical talent would enhance her marriage
prospects. 87
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David-Neel left home at age twenty because she wanted to experience and learn new
things outside of Brussels. Later in life, she reflected upon the seriousness of her intent and the
fact that she was no longer running away but now running toward situations that would include
what she desired: travel, adventure, and freedom. She wrote,
Finally, the age came, for me, where my “departures” ceased to be of a little
girl running away and inspired patterns believed to be more serious. I “left” for
Greece, for Africa, for India, for the Himalayas, China, Japan, Korea, for Tibet,
and for other countries also. 88
David-Neel went to London in 1888 under Mrs. Morgan’s sponsorship to perfect her
understanding of English and immerse herself in Oriental studies. She obtained inexpensive
lodgings at the Supreme Gnosis, a boarding house with a large library. She described her
enchantment with the translations of philosophical and religious books from India and China
in their library in Le sortilège du mystère (1972), a memoir published posthumously. 89
The Theosophical Society
Another experience that David-Neel remembered vividly was when Mrs. Morgan
introduced her to Madame Helena Blavatsky at the Theosophical Society in London:
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In the same way as a word, said in passing, may have strange consequences,
so a new relationship can bring change in life. …Elisabeth let fall the word
“Theosophy” with the name “Blavatsky.” On another day, I passed by a street
where I had never been and, in a showcase, I saw a journal. It is this meeting
of two events so simple that would introduce, perhaps, a new phase of my life. 90
Madame Helena Blavatsky (1831-1891) was a major influence in the movement called
Buddhist modernism and the Western transmission and revival of Theravada Buddhism. She
was the co-founder of the Theosophical Society, a spiritual organization that had residential
branches in India, London, New York, and Paris. The main goals of the Theosophical Society
were to establish a nucleus of universal human brotherhood, to promote the study of
comparative religion and philosophy, and to make a systematic study of occultism. 91
David-Neel often attended the lectures and discussions about Buddhism and
Brahmanism that were held at the Theosophical Society’s residences in London and Paris
when she lived there as a young adult in 1888 and 1889. Madame Blavatsky’s successor,
Annie Besant (1847-1933), befriended David-Neel and was instrumental in helping her
establish a career in comparative religion. 92 Although David-Neel was a member who lived
and lectured at the lodgings of the Theosophical Society in London, Paris, and its headquarters
in Adyar, India, she never became one of its leaders. In response to a letter from her husband
in 1915, David-Neel clarified her attitude toward the organization and her intent to use it for
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inexpensive lodging and as a forum for speaking about religion. Members of the Theosophical
Society were not aware of her real feelings.
I am not surprised at your encounter with a Theosophist in the world of
railways. The Theosophical Society has a huge number of members (I am,
moreover, in keeping with old memories from 1892 and of the good friends
I have in the Society). There are good cranks and also some sympathetic
seekers, then, in high positions, rogues of little honor tricking the naïve.
It’s a strange world. But to a person who takes it as I do, as a club, the
association is valuable in permitting low-cost stays in comfortable houses
where the Society, in short, is much more pleasant than hotels or family
residences. Very tolerant world, indeed, and good company.
My lama told me something that relates to the leaders of the Theosophical
Society: “When someone enunciates truths, things sensible and useful, he
cannot find disciples, but when a charlatan begins talking about ridiculous
miracles, the crowd immediately is taken in tow.” 93
David-Neel quickly perceived the tension and competition between the residents of
each house as each claimed to have the “truth.” 94 The residents in Paris denounced those in
the London house when they asserted, “the people at the Supreme Gnosis were vulgar, profane,
perhaps vile impostors.” 95 David-Neel assisted at many activities but abstained from most
séances because she considered herself to be a “rational” Buddhist. 96
I was far from sharing all their beliefs, but I made friends with a number of
followers of this Society and, thereafter, made many visits in one home or
another….
The Theosophical Society proposed an education that its founders said is taken
from mysterious persons residing in the Himalayas or Tibet, but it did not
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require any loyalty from its members. It was, openly, only to unite, by fraternal
ties, the men and women interested more or less directly in Oriental
philosophies. That this excellent program has always been strictly followed,
I dare not say. Oriental doctrines have always attracted a large audience of the
ignorant public in search of absurd miracles and unbalanced or extravagants 97
have certainly punctuated the Society’s history of picturesque incidents.98
When I say that these “extravagants” were likeable, it does not follow that I ever
had a dream to take them for models. I watched them just live their fantasies, so
naïve, so vain, so brave sometimes, struggling against the secret and mysterious
terrors generated by their strange beliefs. I have known them also as touching
and pathetic, tender hearts in darkness in search of sympathy and loving
protection. What were the motives of their singular behavior? I tried to
discover. 99
The Theosophists recently celebrated David-Neel’s life and achievements in an article
in Theosophy Forward (2011) and noted that she attended lectures about Eastern religions at
the Paris Theosophical Society and joined the European section of the Theosophical Society in
London in 1892. They added that David-Neel wrote to G.R.S. Mead in 1892 and stated that
she had broken off relations with her family because she refused to renounce Theosophy. 100
Lawrence Sutin discussed David-Neel’s membership in the Theosophical Society and declared
that she “later took pains to deride both the society and its founder.” 101
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David-Neel’s descriptions of people, events, and living conditions in the residences and
the detailed accounts of personal conversations and experiences came from passages from her
diary and recollections toward the end of her life. She described how she learned about such
phenomena as astral doubles and “entering the painting” while she lived in London. 102 As the
twenty-year-old student tried to understand the behavior of the spiritualists, she wrote the
following diary entry about her beliefs:
And me, Catholic by birth, Protestant by name, I read the Koran and Plato,
I dream with India the myths of Ramayana, and the sweet prayers of the Rig
Vedas are sometimes mounted on my lips before the flame of fire or lamp.
What travel I made in diverse worlds! And then, by the above, as I am Parisian,
I smile… A heartrending smile sadder than a sob. 103
Brussels: 1888-1889
When David-Neel returned to Brussels in 1889 in order to complete her studies
in music, she joined the group of young intellectuals who surrounded Élisée Reclus (1830 1905), a renowned geographer who was a known radical and close friend of her father. 104
In this group, she met political exiles, poets, and freethinkers who gathered to argue about
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philosophy and politics. 105 Reclus supported free love and formal education for girls and
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women. He became David-Neel’s mentor and encouraged her to live with her male companion,
Jean Haustont, to pursue her studies, and to continue writing.106
When she was twenty, David-Neel wrote Pour la vie (1998), a tract that many construed
to be the work of an anarchist but that she insisted was a statement about her philosophy. The
opening sentences set the tone for her treatise: “Obedience is death. Every minute a man
submits to an outside will is an instant taken away from his life.” 107 Publishers were reluctant
to publish Pour la vie in 1888, when it was written, but Jean Haustont had it published by
his family’s company ten years later. Reclus wrote the preface for Pour la vie and declared,
“This is a proud book, written by a woman even more proud.” 108 David-Neel remained close
to Reclus and was deeply affected by his death in 1905, only seven months after her father’s
death. Reclus paved the way for her to take a short-term teaching position as a lecturer about
comparative religion at the New University of Brussels where he had been a professor of
geography. 109
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In 1889, Mrs. Morgan found lodgings for David-Neel at the Theosophical Society in
Paris where she could live inexpensively, perfect her English, and explore Oriental studies.
Soon David-Neel became tired of the occult groups and began to audit classes in Oriental
languages at the Collège de France and the Sorbonne on a part-time basis. She wrote about
her discovery of Tibet in Le sortilège du mystère (1972) and credited her professor, the French
tibetologist Philippe Edouard Foucaux (1811-1894), with introducing her to the country she
loved. 110 Although she attended the lectures, David-Neel retained the status of an independent
student who chose not to follow a program that led to a degree. Désiré-Marchand compared
David-Neel to an “intellectual anarchist” who believed that since culture is a personal
acquisition, there was no need for her to receive the diploma of a graduate. 111 David-Neel also
wrote about the ill treatment that women received from male students at the Sorbonne which
made her uneasy. The police had to be called several times to protect female students who were
kicked, squeezed between the doors and the walls, and tripped down corkscrew staircases. 112
David-Neel became seriously interested in studying Oriental philosophy, culture, and
language at the British Museum in London. She learned Sanskrit by copying extracts from texts
and found that there were significant structural differences between the ancient and European
languages that made the process of translation difficult. Since she regretted the absence of
works written in simple language for the average person to understand, she made the
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interpretation and popularization of spiritual works one of her lifelong goals. 113 As much
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as she loved the British Museum, David-Neel stated that her real vocation was born in a small
reading room of the Guimet Museum in Paris where she spent many hours deepening her
understanding of the Orient. This museum was devoted entirely to collections of artifacts
acquired from the East, and it is where, years later, she donated items from her personal
collection.
In its time, the Guimet Museum was a temple. Thus it stands, now, deep in
my memory. In this little room, silent calls escape from the leaves of pages.
India, China, Japan, all the places of the world which begin beyond the Suez,
seek readers. Vocations are born…mine was born there. Such was the Guimet
Museum when I was twenty years old. 114
Thus, David-Neel remained outside of the university’s walls. From her position on the
sidelines, she criticized the customary method of lecturing. She wanted to present a “living
philosophy” in which there was a combination of theory and practice as well as an intellectual
engagement between teachers and students. She advocated personal experience as the basis of
knowledge and was critical of certain professors, such as Foucaux because he published a
Tibetan grammar without ever visiting the country. 115 Years later, after David-Neel returned
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her to lecture in the same hall in which she had been a student. 116
Personal Crisis: 1889
David-Neel was frustrated because career choices for women at the end of the
nineteenth century were limited to nursing, teaching young children, caring for elderly parents,
living in a convent, performing in the theater, or writing. 117 The twenty-year-old was
financially dependent upon her parents and accepted their money without working in the family
boutique. As the family’s finances dwindled, David-Neel began to realize the importance of
money and social position:
Vanity, these ecstasies that nature gives; enthusiasm, the folly of faith.
One thing is true: to be rich and to live well. If you have no money, grovel
to acquire it, and woe to you if you dare to dream of something else. 118
Chalon referred to the period between 19 May and 31 December 1889 as a crisis of
existence, identity, and religion for David-Neel. This occurred just after she turned twenty-one
and had to assume responsibility for herself as an adult. 119 David-Neel had already spent more
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than two years studying Oriental philosophy, and she applied her understanding of Buddhism
to her life. The crisis represented a turning point because she freed herself from the patriarchal
structure of the Christian church. Fragments of the diary in which David-Neel described the
conflict were published posthumously in La lampe de sagesse (1986). 120
At this time, David-Neel began to suffer from a form of depression that lasted, more
or less, for the rest of her life. Entries in her diary indicate that she felt tormented by desires
for love, but she wanted to be free of the passions and habits that she considered unworthy.
She stated that she knew of higher goals but lacked the strength to attain them. This conflict
between her real and her ideal self led to despair. 121 David-Neel briefly contemplated suicide
but decided against it. She reasoned that one of the bullets in her pistol would kill her body but
not her spirit and that she would be reincarnated to suffer the consequences. 122 David-Neel
questioned her place and purpose in life and formulated her beliefs about the immutable laws
of the universe:
For me, I believe that the Divinity has established the immutable and perfect
laws which govern the harmony of All. They regulate the course of the stars,
the gravitations, the attractions; they make the wheat ripen in time, and not
a leaf falls before the time assigned to it. 123
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who regulates the universe. 124 She advocated the practice of introspection and following one’s
own counsel instead of looking to others for answers about how to attain happiness in this
life. 125 David-Neel recognized the sense of duty that she had culturally internalized and
decided, in spite of her fear, to confront her inner voice of self-criticism and judgment and
resist doing what that voice told her she “must” do:
It is written that I, myself, make my own misfortune. In the past, these were
the only accidents of life that afflicted me. Now, I carry a terrible judge in me
that leaves me no rest. I searched, I found. I wanted to glimpse the sublime, the
perfect, and, now, this vision is like a ghost which haunts me and frightens me.
I, who thought only to pick as many roses as possible on the road of life, I who
knew neither remorse nor repentance, before the enjoyment ardently pursued,
I saw as a ghost arise. Troubled by it, I chilled with terror. His name, he says,
is Duty. Why did I wake up this relentless critic! It was not there, in the
illuminated church full of flowers and the fragrance of incense. I felt then
delightful exhilaration, ecstasy and long dreams, but no austere voice told me:
You must.
Now, my anguished soul bends under the weight of this law it wanted to know.
Farewell peace and joy. To dispel the ghost should be, perhaps! The brave face,
but I’m a coward and will not disobey without trembling. 126
Between 1888 and 1890, David-Neel joined the Freemasons in London and, like her
father, eventually rose to the thirty-third degree in the Mixed Scottish Rite of Freemasonry. 127
She discussed the widespread use of drugs among the faithful of small esoteric sects in her
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book Sortilège du mystère (1972) and confided to her caregiver, Marie-Madeleine Peyronnet,
that she once experimented with hashish. 128 It was during this time that David-Neel acquired
a reputation as a radical that marked the beginning of her surveillance by the police. 129
Voyage to India: 1891-1893
After she reached the legal age of emancipation in 1889, David-Neel received an
inheritance from Elisabeth Morgan that enabled her to take her first trip to Ceylon and India. 130
The gift was an unexpected surprise that came at a time when she wanted to make a pilgrimage
to the Buddha’s birthplace and compare Buddhist and Hindu practices in order to write about
them. David-Neel wanted to gather material that would enable her to present a “living”
philosophy based on personal observation and experience and not a dry interpretation of
second-hand information.131 Her parents wanted her to invest the money and live off of the
interest, but she wanted to use the money to travel. David-Neel felt conflicted about making
that decision until she met Comtesse Madame de Breant, an influential woman who was a
member of the Pythagoras Society and other occult groups in Paris at the end of the nineteenth
century. 132 Madame de Breant had already traveled to the Orient and told David-Neel about the
religious practices in India. Supported by their friendship, David-Neel told her parents that she
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was going to use the money to travel to India.133
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Recollections of India
David-Neel’s first voyage to India may have taken place during 1890 or 1891, but there
is no confirmation of this date. 134 It was very unusual for a young European woman to travel
by herself at the end of the nineteenth century. David-Neel recalled the curiosity of her fellow
travelers as they tried to engage her in conversation and discover why she was traveling alone.
She answered frankly that she was going to study Sanskrit in India, and they left her alone
for the rest of the trip. 135
David-Neel wrote an article, “Notes on Buddhism,” that was published in L’Étoile
socialiste in 1895 under the pseudonym Mitra, but she did not publish the recollections of
her journey to the subcontinent until she was eighty-three years old and India had become
independent. 136 In L’Inde où j’ai vécu (1951), she focused on themes within her voyages rather
than present a chronological record of her experiences. She stated that her goal was to present
the mental life, more than the material life, of India. Fourteen photographs from David-Neel’s
personal collection were included in the book. 137
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David-Neel was disillusioned by the poverty and treatment of individuals under the
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caste system. She became aware of the discrepancy between the romantic ideals she had
developed in front of the Buddhas at the Guimet Museum and the stark reality of utter poverty,
rampant disease, and gruesome deaths in Ceylon. 138 Her European uniform of white clothing
(suggested by Madame de Breant) and her notions of cleanliness and sanitation initially
separated her from the general population. 139 David-Neel described how her feelings changed
as she became acculturated and began to examine her beliefs from a different perspective:
To pass judgment on Ceylon, on its religious and secular population, because
two ugly yellow statues had shocked my artistic sense would have been absurd
on my part. I did not commit this error. I knew that there were, on the island,
scholarly monks and, already, in Paris, I had heard Orientalists speak with
respect about Souryagoda Soumangala, the deceased leader of the Sinhalese
bhikkhus. I also knew that Ceylon included among its own some distinguished
seculars.
Finally, I knew that Ceylon did not lack picturesque landscapes, ruins of
historic cities and ancient monuments. So I proposed to come back in order to
see, at leisure, people and things during the course of a new and longer sojourn.
When?—I didn’t know. 140
David-Neel left Ceylon and came face-to-face with the non-White, non-European,
population in India. As she relaxed her need to control, she opened herself up to new
experiences and began to see situations from perspectives other than her own. For example,

138

Ibid., 18-23; Middleton, 21-22.

139

David-Néel, L’Inde, 25: David-Neel stated that she “had never seen a more disgusting nightmare”
than the insects and rats on the boat. See photo #14 (between pages 206 and 207): David-Neel, dressed in white,
seated in a rickshaw in Ceylon; Désiré-Marchand, 53.
140

David-Neel, L’Inde, 23.

she wrote about how the Hindus were poorly treated under the caste system and how female
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children were wed to old men. 141
Twenty years later, when she returned to India in 1911, David-Neel reminisced about
her first trip to the subcontinent in a letter to her husband. 142 She told him how she loosened
her allegiance to preconceived stereotypes and notions about other cultures. Little by little,
she saw alternative ways of thinking and realized that values are relative to the contexts in
which they are experienced. Then she reexamined the standards by which she was raised and
decided which ones were outmoded and could be discarded. David-Neel concluded that even
though there are many different realities, one’s personal experience is the ultimate testament of
authenticity. 143
David-Neel studied Sanskrit with the Theosophists and enjoyed their extensive
library while she resided at their headquarters in Adyar, India. She also studied yoga with
Swami Bashkarananda whom she described as a naked aesthetic who lived in a rose garden at
Benares and who initiated her in 1893 when she was twenty-five years old:
Swami Bashkarananda was not, perhaps, very learned, although he had
composed several treatises on Vedanta philosophy, but he had a penetrating
understanding of the thinking of India, and it was [sic] by him that I was first
initiated - in my twenty-fifth year. 144
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Many years later, David-Neel returned to Benares and went to visit the garden of
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roses where Bashkarananda had lived, fostered a spiritual lineage, and died. She recorded
her memory of the scene in L’Inde où j’ai vécu (1951): “I heard Bashkarananda whisper to
me from the depths of the grave, ‘Impermanence is the universal law.’” 145
David-Neel traveled through Ceylon and India for about eighteen months, from 1891
to 1893, in order to experience the reality of Buddhism in its rites and rituals within the temples
as well as in the practices and traditions of daily life. At the start of her trip, she thought and
wrote of the lamas as superhuman beings. 146 A few decades later, she studied with them. 147
Adulthood: 1893-1911
David-Neel spent all of her money as well as her inheritance during her first trip to the
subcontinent. She returned, penniless, to her family in 1893 and discovered that because of
heavy losses in the stock market, her father could not continue to underwrite her interests. It
was then that she realized that she had to become self-sufficient in order to attain her goals.
Women did not have many legal rights in Western Europe at the end of the nineteenth century,
and there were few respectable ways for them to earn money. David-Neel earned a living by
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writing articles about her travels and experiences in India which were published in prominent
journals. 148
Alexandrine operated several fabric boutiques and hoped that her daughter would take
over as manager at one of the shops. David-Neel tried but quickly gave it up. 149 Louis David
again sided with his wife and insisted that it was necessary to find a financially secure husband
to protect and care for their daughter. 150
The cultural standards that prevailed in Europe laid the groundwork for the way in
which the Davids thought about gender roles, gender bias, and stereotypes. There was a
discrepancy between the expectations that David-Neel’s parents and European society had for
her and the freedom that she wanted. Women’s rights were clearly delineated at the end of the
nineteenth century, and many avenues of scholarship and travel were restricted. David-Neel
realized that in order to make a name for herself in Western Europe, she needed the very things
that she had belittled: an academic degree, suitable social contacts, sufficient financial backing,
and a respectable reputation. The stern judge inside her would not settle for mediocrity: “I have
little taste for mediocre things, mediocre comfort, mediocre situations, mediocre success.” 151
She added, “In order to become something and do something, one has to be someone.” 152
148
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Opera Singer and Activist: 1893-1903
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David-Neel often behaved contrary to the cultural norms to which she was exposed.
She traveled unescorted, questioned patriarchal authority, and thought for herself. She figured
out how to have an alternative lifestyle that met her needs and was also socially acceptable.
First, she broke with most of her radical friends, and then, because of her musical training at
the Royal Conservatory of Brussels, she became an opera singer. In 1893, after she performed
in Neuvième Matinée musicale and Grand Concert vocal et instrumental in Belgium, she went
to Paris to perform professionally. 153
David-Neel found some of the freedom that she desired in her relationship with
Jean Haustont, a fellow anarchist, Theosophist, and musician who shared her interests in
philosophy and the Orient. David-Neel met him through the Theosophical Society, and he was
also part of the inner circle surrounding Élisée Reclus. Haustont was the pianist, composer, and
orchestra leader who accompanied David-Neel on her operatic tour to the Far East in 1896. 154
The couple lived together in Paris from 1897 to 1900 under the names “M. and Mme Myrial”
with the blessings of both her father and Élisée Reclus. 155 Together they wrote Lidia, a lyric
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drama in one act. 156 Haustont also published David-Neel’s anarchist tract, Pour la vie, in 1898
after other publishers refused. 157 Even after they separated, the couple remained friends.
Memoirs of an Actress
David-Neel performed under the stage name Alexandra Myrial from 1894 until the end
of the decade. She described her life and trials as an aspiring diva in Le Grand Art – journal
d’une actrice, an unpublished autobiographical novel found after her death. 158 From 1895 to
1896, David-Neel toured Indochina with a road company, d’Opéra-Comique, as their première
chanteuse in Hanoi and Haiphong. Then she returned to France in the spring of 1896 to
perform under contract with various composers. 159 Jules Massenet heard David-Neel sing the
leading role of Manon in his opera and sent her a congratulatory letter after her performance,
but his praise was not enough for her to secure other major roles. 160
David-Neel left France to tour Greece with the Opera of Athens in 1899. When her
operatic career began to wane, she became a singer at a casino in Tunis where, in 1902 at age
thirty-four, she assumed the position of artistic director. She soon became dissatisfied with life
in the theater and abandoned it completely in 1903 in order to become a journalist. However,
156
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David-Neel did not return to Europe. She remained in Tunis because she had met Philippe
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Néel, the man she would eventually marry. 161
Marriage: 1904
At first, Philippe Néel (1861-1941) appeared to be a suitable marriage partner for
David-Neel because he was handsome, intelligent, well educated, financially secure, and from
the same social strata. He was the son of a Methodist minister, a descendant of an old French
family, and her distant cousin. The thirty-nine-year-old bachelor was employed as the engineerin-chief of the railway line from Algeria to Tunisia that he had helped to build. Louis David
checked out Philippe’s income and character with the president of the railroad in Tunis before
he consented to the wedding. He expressed surprise that his daughter was willing to surrender
her freedom and accept the inferior state she thought the law imposed upon a woman after
marriage. 162
David-Neel lived with Philippe from September 1900 until their marriage in 1904, so
she knew the type of man she planned to marry. Letters between the couple revealed that his
promiscuous behavior hurt her deeply and were an ongoing source of contention. 163 The Néels
had a stormy relationship from the beginning of their marriage in 1904 until Philippe’s death
in 1941. They did not share the same interests in music, theater, philosophy, or Orientalism.
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Their marriage was marked by a series of arguments and reassurances, separations and
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reconciliations. 164
David-Neel was grief-stricken when both Louis David and Élisée Reclus died within
the first year of her marriage. Although David-Neel loved her beautiful home in Tunis, she
lived there only briefly. Most of the time, she traveled around Europe visiting publishers,
making presentations at conferences, and writing books and articles. 165 The stress of travel,
appointments, and deadlines took its toll on her health, and she began to frequent European
spas for treatments to alleviate her depression. 166 David-Neel wrote to her husband about
her desire to be comforted, yet she continued to engage in a frenzy of activity without him.
Philippe realized that his wife could not flourish with him so, in 1906, he offered her a
divorce. 167 When she refused, he suggested that she spend the winter at a place of her choice to
try to work out her problems and return to him in better health and in a better frame of mind. 168
David-Neel aspired to make a name for herself in the field of comparative religion. Her
goal was “to become a person of note in the field of Orientalism, to set heads nodding in high
society." 169 She lectured on a self-created circuit through Brussels, London, Paris, Morocco,
Rome, and Tunis, and she became well known as an Orientalist and a feminist. 170 Despite the
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success, her depression deepened. In 1907, David-Neel listed several health problems for which
she was seeking treatment: insomnia, neurasthenia, and morbid sensitivity. She wrote about
feeling ugly, old, poor, and unable to enjoy anything. 171 Philippe wanted a child, but his wife
did not. David-Neel told Philippe that she could not tolerate the day-to-day conventional role of
a wife, let alone that of a mother. 172
Up to this marriage, my eyes looked before me, I sketched plans. Suddenly, all
hope died and tied up in a sort of torpor that prevents the revolt, I felt that I was
starting to die, and this is an agony that I now live with, sometimes, sudden
bursts of horror…of horror. My eyes see only things past.
My life is over, and I nourish myself on what it has been. My hair turns gray,
the wrinkles increase, my figure becomes foreign to me. Each day it takes more
of a resemblance to my mother. It is no longer me that I see in the mirror, but
her mask, her traits that I hate, the vulgarity. I find myself making her gestures
…to think like her. 173
The Néels debated about getting a divorce many times over the years, but neither
spouse would let go of what they called their singular marriage. They agreed that they married
“more out of spite than love.” 174 In the end, the couple chose to live in separate residences
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while remaining lifelong friends. This resolution of the problem of their unconventional
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marriage contradicted traditional twentieth-century European morality.175
In 1910, David-Neel was “commissioned by the French Ministry of Education to
proceed to India and Burma to make some Oriental researches [sic].” 176 Since this commission
did not include funding, Philippe offered to finance her trip for twelve to eighteen months. He
hoped that his wife would go to the Orient and return content to be in their home in Tunis.
David-Neel was grateful for the opportunity to perfect her knowledge of the language and to
gather material for future lectures, articles, and books. She justified her ambition because she
had already seen the successful results of her lectures compared to those of academic scholars.
For example, Sylvain Lévi (1863-1935) had been David-Neel’s professor of Orientalism at the
Collége de France in 1889. She bragged that men who attended his salon gathered around her
to hear her speak about a living Hindu philosophy and that crowds came to her lectures in Paris
and Brussels. 177
In 1914, David-Neel again refused to consent to a legal separation or divorce and stated
that even though she loved Philippe, “I'm not made for married life.” 178 She quoted from the
life of the Buddha as it was described in the Theravada Buddhist scriptures: "It’s life in the
house that is a heavy chain." 179 David-Neel was hurt when Philippe replaced her with another
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woman in their home, but she sided with the other woman. She encouraged her husband to treat
the new woman well and explained that (in her opinion) women who become dependent upon
men place themselves in a precarious position. David-Neel informed her husband that she
would return to him if the other woman left but only as a companion, not as a sexual partner. 180
Philippe accepted the unusual terms of their relationship. He continued to send his wife
money regularly, acted as her literary agent in Paris, arranged for the shipment of her goods and
artifacts, and kept the letters in which she documented her journeys. 181 When Philippe died in
1941, David-Neel mourned his passing, lamenting that she had lost the “best of husbands” and
her only friend.182
Feminist and Clubwoman
From 1904 to 1910, David-Neel published many articles in leading journals such as
Mercure de France, La Société nouvelle, and Le Courrier européen about religious practices
in Korea, Tibet, and Japan under her former pseudonym, Alexandra Myrial. 183 She belonged
to the International Woman’s Suffrage Alliance (IWSA), a prosuffrage organization that also
addressed the wider issues of prostitution, peace, equal pay, women’s rights to employment,
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and slavery. 184 David-Neel was invited to speak at a series of international conferences. In
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1906, she led a group at the Congress of Rome to protest against the atrocities endured by
women in Russian prisons. 185 Her presentations at the 1907 Council of Women in France
and the 1908 Congress of Italian Women were published in a book, Le Féminisme rationnel
(1909). 186 She also wrote articles about feminism that were published in French and English,
including “Le mariage, profession pour femmes” (1907), “La libération de la femme des
charges de la maternité” (1908), and “Le féminisme rationnel” (1909). 187 In order to
understand David-Neel’s writing as a feminist, it is important to understand her perspective
within the context of early twentieth-century Europe and the Buddhist precepts that she had
embraced. In her presentations, David-Neel explored the question of a woman’s place in
society from the Buddhist viewpoint. This put femininity in an entirely different perspective
from the standard Western position in which motherhood was the ideal. 188 In

a letter

describing her unhappy youth, David-Neel wrote about herself as the product of her parents’
ill-matched union. She declared, “Very terrible thing to have children, and terrible also, to be a
child.” 189
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Adventure, individuality, and independence were constant themes in David-Neel’s
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writing. Joining with other women, such as Annie Besant, Comtesse de Breant, and Elisabeth
Morgan, she extended the margin of social conventions in order to become her own person.
The traditional roles of wife and mother did not suit her, so she enlarged the notion of what was
proper for the so-called ideal lady and expanded it into the public domain. David-Neel tried to
maintain the role of the traditional upper-class, leisured, ornamental wife during the early years
of her marriage from 1904 through 1911, but her health suffered until she realized that she did
not want to be a conventional wife and needed to change her marital arrangement. 190
Ehrenreich and English described the state in which a woman at the turn of the
twentieth century (such as David-Neel) may have found herself. They differentiated between
a sexual rationalist and a sexual romanticist. 191 David-Neel wanted to be an activist: a sexual
rationalist who seized the ideas of individual freedom and political equality that were born of
the French Revolution. She demanded to be admitted into society on an equal footing with
men. She chose not to be a sexual romanticist: one who stayed at home, separated from the
outside world. David-Neel wanted to improve the world through her lectures and writings about
feminism and comparative religion. She did not accept the notion that women were inferior to
men or that they should stifle any trace of personal ambition. David-Neel strongly favored
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individual freedom, a woman’s right to enter any and every occupation for which she was
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suited, equal pay for men and women, and financial compensation for duties as a housewife. 192
Travels and Returns: 1911-1945
From the end of the nineteenth century to the end of World War II, David-Neel
traveled for varying lengths of time throughout Asia: to India, Pakistan, and Tibet. 193 She lived
in the Himalayan regions of China, Japan, Nepal, and Sikkim and lingered during shorter visits
to Burma, Ceylon, and Korea. Her travels also took her to the North African countries of
Algeria, Morocco, the Sahara Desert and Tunisia. 194 The desire to travel lasted throughout
David-Neel’s life, and at the age of one hundred, she renewed her passport at the Basses-Alps
department. 195
Asia: 1911-1925
David-Neel led an active life from 1911 until she returned to Europe in 1925.
The British government started keeping a dossier on her when she was a student in Brussels,
London, and Paris because of her association with known radicals. She visited the political
refugee Sri Aurobindo Ghose (1872-1950) in Pondicherry in 1911 and was subsequently
interrogated by the chief of police about their affiliation because the British government was
not sure whether or not her motives were political. David-Neel later received a letter from
192
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Hardinge of Penhurst, an official in the Viceroy’s Camp, stating that he accepted her assurance
that her interest in Aurobindo was of a purely philosophical, and not political, nature. 196
This was the start of David-Neel’s surveillance by the British government in India.
Between 1912 and 1925, David-Neel was the first European woman to have two private
audiences with the Thirteenth Dalai Lama; 197 she fell in love with the Prince of Sikkim who
mysteriously died shortly after he inherited the throne; she lived as a novice in a cave for
almost two years under the tutelage of a renowned guru, the Gomchen of Lachen; she was
expelled from Tibet for crossing the border in order to visit the Panchen Lama in Shigatse,198
and she became the first White woman to enter the forbidden city of Lhasa.199
Learning with High-Ranking Lamas
In Asia, David-Neel presented herself as a practicing French Buddhist with roots in
Europe. 200 The Oxford-educated Prince Sidkeong Tulku Namgyal (1879-1914) agreed with
her ideas about reforming Buddhist practices to conform to their original precepts, so he gave
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her the opportunity to speak about reform to his monks in the monasteries of Sikkim. At the
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time, it was unheard of for a European woman to address Buddhist monks on doctrinal issues,
and according to Lama Govinda, it may have caused some unrest in the monasteries.201
Prince Sidkeong awarded David-Neel with a bronze statuette of the Buddha and the robe of a
female lama in 1914. 202
David-Neel described how she was tested about her knowledge of Buddhism and
her understanding of its doctrines. High-ranking lamas of both the Yellow and Red Hat sects
presented her with a long list of questions about obscure subjects and asked her to answer them
on the spot. She “passed the trial honorably” and was subsequently allowed to participate in
discussions with the learned men. 203 The people of Sikkim received David-Neel with reverence
because they thought she was an incarnation of a mother goddess. She blessed them and
quipped, “It seems that I am becoming an ‘incarnation’ of the Dakinis [female deities].” 204
David-Neel’s life changed drastically in 1914 with two events: the entry of France into
World War I and the sudden death of her spiritual companion, Sidkeong. Her hopes for touring
Burma and Siam with Prince Sidkeong were dashed when he suddenly died of an unexplained
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illness. 205 When Sidkeong succeeded his father, Maharaja Sri Panch Sir, in February 1914,
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he continued to push forward reforms for the benefit of his subjects. His rule lasted for only
ten months before he died at age thirty-five. 206 David-Neel wrote, “I loved him very sincerely,
this dear little boy-king whose motherless childhood was so sad and whose father was an
enemy.” 207
Life in the Hermitage
David-Neel did not know where to turn. She was unable to return to France because
of the war, and she had lost Sidkeong, the benefactor whom she assumed would guide her
from one Oriental court to another. Then another influential man took charge of her life: the
Gomchen of Lachen. Sidkeong introduced David-Neel to him in 1912 at Gangtok, and they had
many discussions about Buddhist doctrine with the aid of an interpreter before he accepted her
as a novice. David-Neel wrote to her husband in May 1914 that it was difficult to learn things
in Asia since everything was secret, and people were closed. She found it hard to believe that
even though she had finished numerous tests and examinations about philosophy and had
preached in all the monasteries, many Tibetans thought she was a Christian missionary in
Buddhist disguise who wanted to convert people. 208 Her curiosity as a philosopher and an
Orientalist was awakened when the Gomchen offered to teach her about the mysterious
205
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doctrines and practices of Tantric Buddhism.
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The Gomchen of Lachen admitted David-Neel to his hermitage “not exactly as a pupil,
but on trial as a novice for a certain time.” 209 He imposed the condition that she could not
return to Gangtok or undertake any journey toward the south without his permission. 210
David-Neel’s training as a novice began with the study of the Tibetan language, the translation
of texts, discussions with the Gomchen, and conversations about the Tibetan culture. Besides
Yongden, a teenager from Sikkim, she had other attendants who prepared and brought her food
and provisions (such as tea, barley, and butter) upon request. 211 David-Neel lived in a hut
from November 1914 until August 1916. She later realized that she was not to have a lifelong
relationship with the Gomchen in the ashram and stated the following in Magic and Mystery in
Tibet (1971): “I knew that the personality of a gomchenna which I had taken on could only be
an episode in my life as a traveler, or at the best, a preparation for future liberation.” 212
During the summer of 1916, David-Neel received an invitation from the
Ninth Panchen Lama to visit him at his residence in Shigatse. She eagerly accepted the
invitation and deliberately crossed the border between Sikkim and Tibet without the mandatory
authorization from the British Resident Officer, Sir Charles Bell. She was aware of the risk and
wrote the following to her husband about the border surveillance: “They [the British] have run
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telegraphers there and so-called ‘commercial agents’ who are political agents for the whole
region.” 213
David-Neel thrived on discussions with scholarly monks, the splendor of the temples,
and the refinement of the Panchen Lama. She realized that instead of a wild country beyond the
Himalayas, she had encountered “an old, truly civilized people.” 214 She wrote, “My journey to
Shigatse has also revealed to me the scholastic Tibet, its monastic universities, its immense
libraries. How many things are left for me to learn!” 215
The Ninth Panchen Lama awarded David-Neel the robe of a lama of high rank and
the equivalent of a Doctor of Philosophy degree from Tashilunpo University in July 1916.
He invited her to remain in Shigatze to study sacred books and perfect her knowledge of the
Tibetan language, but she decided to return to Europe and write books about comparative
religion. 216
There were several dire consequences to David-Neel’s trip across the border. First,
the British Resident Officer, Sir Charles Bell, promptly expelled her from Tibet. Next, the
villagers, unjustly fined because they did not notify him of David-Neel’s trip, retaliated by
burning down her ashram. Finally, David-Neel left Sikkim and Tibet in disgrace. The following
dispatch from the Gyantse Trade Agency in 1917 recorded the event:
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Mme David-Neel, the Belgian [sic] who...was expelled from Sikkim for having
paid an unauthorized visit to Shigatse, maintains a correspondence with the
Mother of the Tashi Lama and also with the Lama Chensal Kushab, the
confidential advisor of the Tashi Lama. 217
Yongden dutifully packed David-Neel’s twenty-eight cases and accompanied her down
the mountain as David-Neel vowed revenge against the British Empire: “These uncivilized
proceedings made me wish to retaliate, but in a witty way, befitting the spirit of the great city in
which I had the privilege of being born.” 218
The Monastery in Kum Bum
Instead of returning directly to Europe after being expelled from Sikkim and Tibet,
David-Neel traveled to Burma, Calcutta, and Vietnam and arrived in Japan in February 1917.
She was depressed and wrote to her husband, “I have a homesickness for a country that isn’t
mine.” 219 Later she added, “I feel myself without a country and miserable. I understand I have
lost what I will never find again. I ask—where to go?” 220 Apparently, David-Neel did not plan
on returning to Europe because she used the money her husband sent her to travel to the
monastery in Kum Bum, located in the Amdo Province of Tibet. She and Yongden lived on the
grounds of this monastery from July 1918 through January 1921, where she translated sacred
texts, and he completed his monastic training. David-Neel enjoyed deferential treatment as a
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high-ranking lamina, but there were some restrictions because of her femininity. For example,
as a woman, she was not allowed to engage in debates with the male lamas, to attend the usual
matins service, or to share communal meals (except on important holidays). However, she was
given access to rare manuscripts from the monastery’s extensive library. David-Neel described
the everyday schedule and religious ceremonies in her books, My Journey to Lhasa (1993),
Magic and Mystery in Tibet (1971), and Initiations and Initiates in Tibet (1993). Crowds of
people sought her blessing at holiday exhibits because they thought she was an incarnate
kandoma (female spirit).221 Despite the outbreaks of famine and pestilence, robbery and
murder, and political unrest in the area in 1920, David-Neel did not return to her husband. She
wrote, “No matter how much I desire to see you—a desire that grows day by day—I can’t tear
myself away from Tibet...I am chained, nailed. I can’t help it.” 222
The regal floral robe that the Panchen Lama gave David-Neel impressed the villagers,
but it did not impress the British officials. After David-Neel and Yongden left Kum Bum in
1921 and zig-zagged across western China, Mongolia, the Burmese border of southwestern
China, and the treacherous Kham, the British heard about her and monitored her movements.223
The “French Nun”
David-Neel was an unintentional player in the political maneuvering between Britain,
China, and Russia over Tibet that was known at the turn of the twentieth century as the Great
Game. The British government had kept her under surveillance in India and Asia beginning
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in 1911 when she visited the political refugee, Sri Aurobindo, in Pondicherry. The authorities
were informed when David-Neel was expelled from Sikkim and Tibet for crossing the Tibetan
border without authorization. They traced her movements for a while after she surfaced near
Peking, but they did not know her whereabouts while she was living on the grounds of the Kum
Bum monastery from 1918-1921. When David-Neel and Yongden resumed their journey,
Yongden’s bag was searched in Chobando and David-Neel was identified as the “French Nun”
who was trying to reenter Tibet without permission. The authorities recorded her arrest in the
following dispatch issued by the Foreign and Political Department of the Viceroy’s Office in
October 1921: “Perhaps the minister at Peking may be able through the Chinese government or
his French colleague to secure return of the French Nun who is reported to be trying to enter
Eastern Tibet.” 224
David-Neel described the difficulties she had with Tibetan soldiers after they refused
her permission to cross the Tibetan border because she did not have the required permit from
the British consul at Tachienlu in letters to her husband and in Tibetan Journey (1992). 225 She
dramatically challenged the soldiers to kill her and outwitted them by threatening to kill herself
if they did not allow her to go to Jyekundo, a Chinese outpost in Tibetan land, since she had a
severe attack of enteric. After David-Neel received the medical care she needed, she and
Yongden left Jyekundo separately. They successfully passed the frontier outpost but further on
Yongden’s bags were searched and the contents revealed his connection to her. Their trip was
temporarily brought to an end when they were forced to return to Jyekundo. It was at this point
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that David-Neel took an oath “that in spite of all obstacles I would reach Lhasa and show what
the will of a woman could achieve!” 226
Despite David-Neel’s disappointment about being detained in Jyekundo, two favorable
events occurred. First, she heard a wandering minstrel sing passages from the Tibetan national
epic, Gésar of Ling, and decided to record and translate his words. Then she and Yongden
launched an investigation into Gésar’s heritage. The result became one of her best books:
The Superhuman Life of Gesar of Ling (1981). 227 The second favorable occurrence was that
David-Neel became acquainted with Sir George Pereira, a general and explorer who was
headed straight for Lhasa. She resented the fact that Pereira had the permission of the British
authorities to travel in Tibet while she was sidelined. Pereira not only shared his maps and oral
directions with David-Neel, but he also misled the British authorities about her destination and
threw them off her trail. 228 As a result of their conversations and the copies of Pereira’s maps
that David-Neel made and carried with her, she discovered the source of the Po River. This
discovery was important because its upper course was unknown to geographers at that time. 229
The British authorities did not know David-Neel’s whereabouts for the four months that
she traveled from Jyekundo through Tibet into its capital city of Lhasa because she wore the
disguise of an old woman traveling on a pilgrimage with her son in order not to be sent back
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across the Tibetan border. 230 David-Neel and Yongden enjoyed the New Year’s festivities in
Lhasa for two months before they finally ended their journey. She was extremely confident in
her disguise and was never aware that she had been recognized in Lhasa as “the nun with the
towel” by the Tibetan authorities. The chief of police, Laden La, knew her identity but chose
to ignore her presence because she was a practicing Buddhist. 231
After the pair left Lhasa, David-Neel was no longer afraid of being exposed as a
foreigner, so she abandoned her disguise, took a leisurely route by mule back to so-called
Western civilization, and collected ancient manuscripts along the way. She was willing to
inform the British authorities in Gyantse of her achievement of crossing the border and face
the consequences of reentering Tibet illegally. 232 When David-Neel entered Gyantze in August
1924, she immediately turned herself over to the British Resident Officer, David Macdonald,
and ordered him to arrest her because she wanted the British government to know that she had
outwitted them and achieved her goal of entering Lhasa undetected. 233 Macdonald admired the
intrepid traveler, so he contacted the British authorities and helped get David-Neel’s charges of
crossing the border without permission revoked. He reflected on the incredible hardships that
David-Neel must have undergone as a beggar who had not received the hospitality of betterclass Tibetans and observed that by traveling in disguise, David-Neel “saw Tibet only from the
230
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viewpoint of a poor pilgrim.” 234 David-Neel was aware of this, but she did not dwell on the
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missed opportunities that her previous association with the Thirteenth Dalai Lama could have
afforded her. 235 The Macdonald family provided David-Neel and Yongden with restful
accommodations as well as the necessary clothing and documentation to secure their safe
passage back to Europe and verified the account of her arrival. 236
First Return to Europe: 1925-1937
David-Neel returned to great acclaim in Europe in 1925. In 1926, she wrote a series
of articles in English about her journey to Lhasa for the American publication Asia that she
expanded into her most popular full-length book, My Journey to Lhasa in 1927. 237 She
received many honors, such as the silver medal of the Belgian Royal Geographic Society, the
Chevalier of the French Legion of Honor, the gold medal from the Société Géographique (with
six thousand francs), and the grand prize for feminine athleticism from the French Sports
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Academy. This last award was a great surprise to a woman who did not consider herself to be
athletic. 238
Legal Obstacles
David-Neel arranged two legal proceedings that were unusual during the early decades
of the twentieth century in Western Europe: She purchased a house, and she adopted Yongden
as her son and heir. According to French law at the time, a woman was allowed to purchase
a house on her own but needed her husband’s permission if she wanted to sell it. 239 In 1928,
David-Neel bought a small villa in Digne, a quiet town in southern France, with a beautiful
view of the mountains. Even though she loved the natural surroundings, she was dependent
on publicity and maintaining a certain appearance. She declared, “There is nothing good but
wild plants, mountains, sky, and the clouds,” and yet she insisted that her home have electricity
and be accessible by rail so that she could be seen by “people, journalists, and foreign
visitors.” 240 David-Neel named the villa Samten Dzong, her “fortress of meditation.” The pair
lived and collaborated on their books in their sanctuary filled with Tibetan artifacts. 241

238

Christmas Humphreys, foreword to Buddhism: Its Doctrines and Its Methods; Brosse, 246-47;
Hopkirk, 228; Foster and Foster, Forbidden Journey, 259.
239

Foster and Foster, Forbidden Journey, 260.

240

Ibid., Chalon, 328 and 336.

241

Alexandra David-Neel, Mystiques et magiciens du Thibet (Paris: Plon, 1929); Initiations lamaïques :
Des théories – des practiques – des hommes (Paris: Adyar, 1930 ); La vie surhumaine de Guésar de Ling le héros
thibétain, racontée par les bardes de son pays (Paris: Adyar, 1931); Au pays des brigands gentilshommes Grand
Tibet (Paris: Plon, 1933); Le lama aux cinq sagesses – Roman tibétain (Paris: Plon, 1935); Le Bouddhisme – Ses
doctrines et ses méthodes (Paris: Rocher, 1939): David-Neel collaborated with Yongden even though he was not
always publically credited.

Yongden: David-Neel’s Travel Companion

53

Aphur Yongden (1899-1955), a Sikkemese-Tibetan lama, was David-Neel’s travel
companion for forty years. 242 Without Yongden’s continued assistance and resourcefulness,
David-Neel might not have been successful in reaching Lhasa, writing her specialized books,
or completing her journeys through the Orient. Yongden was fifteen years old when he entered
David-Neel’s service as a domestic in the hermitage at Lachen in 1914. She promised him
“travel, adventure, and six rupees a month.” 243 Although Yongden experienced many
opportunities for travel and adventures with her over the years, David-Neel never paid him any
money. She considered Yongden to be a technical aide rather than a domestic, even though he
performed many duties of a domestic. 244
When Yongden followed David-Neel into her retreat at the hermitage, he also received
lessons from the Gomchen of Lachen. The Gomchen gave David-Neel the name Lamp of
Wisdom and Yongden the name Ocean of Compassion at the end of the novitiate. Yongden left
his biological family and followed David-Neel (an initiated lamina) out of the country after she
was expelled from Sikkim in 1916. He considered her to be his “spiritual mother” (equivalent
to a master) and promised to serve her for an unspecified amount of time. 245 Since Yongden

242

David-Neel, Correspondance, 335n1.

243

David-Neel, Correspondance, 334-36 (Letter dated D’une caverne à Thsyang-thang, (?) novembre
1914); Foster and Foster, Forbidden Journey, 153.
244

David-Neel, Correspondance, 765-67 (Letter dated Calcutta, 13 octobre 1924); 866-68 (Letter dated
Tatchienlou (Sikang), Chine, 9 octobre 1938).
245

Ibid., 310-11 (Letter dated Gangtok Palace’s Guest Houses, 11 mai 1914): David-Neel described the
circumstances in which Yongden entered her service; Désiré-Marchand, epilogue to Alexandra David-Néel vie et
voyages, 561-72: Désiré-Marchand devoted the epilogue to honoring Yongden and Mme Peyronnet as
“providential persons” who aided David-Neel during her lifetime.

was a resident of Sikkim, he carried a British passport and made their travel arrangements
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across international borders without difficulty. 246
Yongden’s Ordination
When Yongden was eight years old, his parents took him to a monastery where he was
consecrated as a member of the Kagyudpas Red Hat sect. He took his second vows before the
age of fourteen and later completed his religious training when he and David-Neel resided in
Kum Bum. Yongden became a fully ordained monk in 1920 when he was twenty-one years
old. 247 His ordination shifted the balance of his relationship with David-Neel in two ways:
First, Yongden earned food and Tibetan money from the villagers through the recitation
of Buddhist texts and the performance of rituals. Second, he helped David-Neel in the
interpretation and explanation of esoteric texts and the epic tale “Gésar of Ling” because he
could read and write the Tibetan language. Yongden completed these activities in addition to
carrying out his other duties as a domestic, secretary, technical aide, and travel companion. 248
Yondgen’s Adoption
In 1920, David-Neel informed her husband that she intended to have Yongden remain
with her after she returned to Europe because he had given up his inheritance in order to
accompany her as a travel companion. She credited Yongden’s resourcefulness and ability
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explained why he was indispensable to her. 249 When David-Neel brought Yongden back to
Europe with her in 1925, she begged her husband to allow her to adopt Yongden as her son
and legal heir so they could maintain the lama-disciple relationship throughout their lives. She
admitted the need to have Yongden at her side to serve and help her with her work, but she
also acknowledged her responsibilities as his provider. The adoption process in France was
complicated because women had to have the permission of their husband or father to adopt.
For David-Neel, the matter was one of honor since she had taken on the responsibility for
Yongden’s welfare, and he was totally dependent upon her. She expected her husband to
understand her duty and be supportive, but he was very resistant. The adoption finally took
place in 1929 when Yongden was thirty years old. 250 He was legally elevated from the status of
servant to son with all the rights of inheritance. Philippe refused to live in the same house that
David-Neel bought for all three to share, so he and his wife lived in separate residences. 251
During his final years, Philippe gratefully acknowledged Yongden’s role in helping his wife. 252
There were times when David-Neel treated her son badly, especially as he matured and
tried to become independent. After Yongden accompanied her to Europe, he had no francs of
his own, no outside employment and nowhere else to live. He was totally dependent upon his
adoptive mother and subject to her temper. David-Neel beat Yongden when she was frustrated
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but claimed that he never protested. When he became sullen, she threatened to disown him, yet
she was aware of her dependency on the relationship. 253 This behavior was one of the few
ways that David-Neel’s habits contradicted her Buddhist principles. She wrote to her husband
about her feelings toward Yongden:
I always considered the kid of 14 years that I once took near me; but the years
have passed, and the "kid" will be 39 years at Christmas. Fortunately, he
remained a child in many ways, perhaps because of the manner in which I
directed him. I am aware of my selfishness. I wanted to have someone who is
useful to me in any circumstance and who bends to what I desire. This has been
at the expense of the boy’s development.
He would have been able to follow a career, a profession, but I preferred to
keep him dependent. It is not very good on my part. Ultimately, the thing is
done. For the moment, Albert [as she called him] is helping me set up a Tibetan
grammar for the French to use. I do not want to think too much about the
future…I do not want to think too much about mine. 254
Yongden not only acted as David-Neel’s secretary and technical aide, but they also
collaborated on several books: The Lama of the Five Wisdoms (1987), Magie d’amour et
magie noire (1983), The Power of Nothingness (1982), The Secret Oral Teachings in Tibetan
Buddhist Sects (1967) and The Superhuman Life of Gesar of Ling (1981). 255 The Chinese
government officially recognized Yongden as a tulku, the reincarnation of a high lama in 1945.
It is a title that he never used and David-Neel never publicized. 256 The fifty-six-year-old lama
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suddenly died in 1955 without receiving his inheritance. His physician, Dr. Marcel Maille,
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summed up Yongden’s condition in an interview with the Fosters in 1986: “He ended up an
alcoholic. Completely depressed because he was thoroughly uprooted.” 257
Return to Asia: 1937-1946
Despite her success and acclaim, David-Neel’s health suffered because she was
homesick for Tibet and wanted to return to the Far East. 258 Gaston Doumergue, the French
president, made sixty thousand francs available to David-Neel in 1928 so that she could
study the effect of the revolution on women in the tribes of Soviet Central Asia. David-Neel
accepted in part because she was interested in the interaction between Buddhism and native
Shamanism but mostly because she wanted to beat Professor Giuseppe Tucci in publishing
a major text about Tsong Khapa, founder of the Yellow Hat sect. She hoped to find a wellversed lama in Peking who would aid her in the translation of archaic Tibetan texts. After some
delays, she received a grant from the French Ministry of Education to supplement the funds
from her royalties. This allowed David-Neel and Yongden to leave Western Europe in 1937
and travel through Moscow to the Far East. Her enthusiasm about returning to Asia turned to
dismay because six months later, she was trapped in the fight between the Chinese and the
Japanese during the Second Sino-Japanese War. 259 Describing the violence of air raids on
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civilians and soldiers pillaging the countryside, she wrote, “War undoes all manner of
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civilization, returning us to savagery.” 260
In June 1937, David-Neel left her books in Peking and headed for Wutai Shan, the
sacred Mountain of Five Peaks, where there were hundreds of monasteries, temples, and
shrines. David-Neel and Yongden lived at Pou sa-ting, the largest monastery, where they had
access to its libraries and researched the topic of immortality. They felt far away from the
horrors of war until hoards of Mongolian men, women, and children arrived and told of the
fighting between the Japanese and the Chinese. After Peking was bombed, David-Neel lost
contact with the bank where she kept her funds. She and Yongden ate little besides boiled rice
and roots seasoned with vinegar when their Chinese money became worthless. The pair fled to
Taiyuan, hoping to secure money from a friend, but the city was bombed, and the friend was
gone. Then, there was another problem: how to transport all the baggage, books, notes, and
photographs to Hankéou. Even though David-Neel and Yongden arrived safely in Hankéou in
October 1937, their precious collection of Tibetan books and copies of manuscripts and notes,
parcels, luggage, and funds were lost forever. 261
David-Neel and Yongden could have escaped if they had followed the advice from
representatives at the French Consulate and boarded a train reserved for Europeans which was
bound for Hong Kong in December 1937, but David-Neel refused because she lacked sufficient
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funds to sail from Hong Kong back to Europe. 262 She wrote about her experiences during the
war in Sous des nuées d’orage: Récit de voyage (1940). 263
A dozen years earlier, David-Neel had informed her husband of her desire to become a
Far East correspondent for a newspaper with a large daily circulation. 264 Although she never
secured a position with a daily paper, David-Neel sent articles about life in China and reports
about the atrocities of the Japanese invasion to her husband who forwarded them to periodicals
such as Asia, France-Asie, La Revue belge, and Revue de Paris.
The French and English missionaries often provided financial aid to David-Neel and
Yongden. David-Neel repaid them with the ten thousand francs from her earnings that Philippe
forwarded to her from France. Then the pair fled to the border of Tibet where they sought
shelter along with hundreds of other refugees. David-Neel and Yongden were trapped in
Kangding (also known as Darstedo) in southeast Tibet for six years until they were evacuated
along with other refugees to Kunming in 1944. Because David-Neel was well-known to the
French government as an international celebrity, she used her influence to insist that the French
military fly them, along with their books and baggage, from Kunming to India in 1945. After
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spending an additional nine months in India, David-Neel and Yongden returned to Europe in
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July 1946. 265
Several things changed for David-Neel during her final stay in Asia. First, she lost
her prestige as a practicing European Buddhist. She began 1937 as a renowned lecturer at the
Research Border Society and ended the year as a refugee. During the war, she was pelted with
rocks, spit upon, and cursed as a “Foreign devil!” in the streets. 266 No longer in control of the
situation around her, David-Neel became depressed and irritable. Under extreme pressure,
David-Neel did not always act according to Buddhist precepts. Her ailments increased, her
temper flared, and her muleteers fled. She beat Yongden (in addition to the servants) until she
felt better and wondered, along with the other refugees, “Where to go?” 267
Second, after Philippe Néel’s death in 1941, David-Neel lost her lifeline to Europe and
to her publishers. He had kept her informed about the war and conditions in Europe and acted
as her literary agent when the postal service was disrupted. More significantly, David-Neel lost
the person who was a silent witness to her adventures. The correspondence with her husband,
involving thousands of pages, ended after she received news of his passing. Although she still
wrote to friends and relatives, only a few of those letters were preserved. 268
Third, David-Neel lost the goodwill of the Christian missionaries who gave her shelter
beause she attempted to sublet her dwelling to the Chinese, live more cheaply elsewhere, and
(perhaps) pocket the difference. As a result, in the winter of 1938, David-Neel and Yongden
265

Désiré-Marchand, 535-43.

266

David-Neel, Correspondance, 843 (Letter dated Chungking [Szechwan], 22 janvier 1938).

267

Ibid., 859 (Letter dated Tatchienlou, 19 juillet 1938); Désiré-Marchand, 533-34.

268

Désiré-Marchand, 543: For examples, see 522 (Letter to Dr. d’Arsonval), 532 (Letter to niece Simone
Néel), and 545 (Letter to Mrs. Maria Lloyd); Miller, 144.

61
were turned out into the street during a snowstorm. 269 This incident fueled questions about the
veracity of David-Neel’s entire account. Jeanne Denys, a former employee at Digne, confirmed
this information with the missionaries and later published a book, Alexandra David-Neel au
Tibet (1972), to challenge David-Neel’s truthfulness. 270 Her charges are discussed in detail in
the next chapter.
Fourth, the Fosters described an interview they had with John Blofeld, a practicing
Buddhist and admirer of David-Neel. He met her when she resided at a comfortable hotel in the
capital of Szechuan during the early nineteen-forties while he was a captain in the British Army
attached to the British Embassy at Chunking. Blofeld reported that David-Neel gave him a
highly detailed description of a recent journey into Tibet during which she had been robbed of
her possessions and forced to go to a city from which she could receive funds and return to
France. The whole story, he learned later, was pure fiction. 271
The Fosters questioned how David-Neel was able to afford living in an expensive hotel
during World War II when she was not able to access her own or her husband’s funds. They
suggested that she may have been paid by the Vichy government to supply it with information,
but they had no concrete evidence at the time their books were published. Other biographers
gave alternative explanations: Jacques Brosse stated that the French Foreign Ministry paid her a
stipend of thirty thousand francs per annum through their consul at Chengtu to be of service to
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it, while Jean Chalon asserted that the money was to support her writing a Tibetan grammar. 272
Although David-Neel completed the Tibetan grammar, it was never published. 273
Désiré-Marchand offered another explanation: David-Neel received three years from her
husband’s pension in arrears (dated from his death in 1941 to 1944) and used this money for
her living expenses and transportation home. 274 It seems likely that David-Neel accepted a
monetary advance for her work on the grammar as well as whatever money she received from
her husband’s pension, her own pension, and royalties from her books.
Second Return to Europe: 1946
David-Neel was seventy-eight years old in 1946 when she returned to Europe. She
received a hero’s welcome in France, but the acclaim was not as sweet the second time because
her husband and most of her friends had died while she was in the Far East. She and her
adopted son, Yongden, returned to their home in Digne where they continued to collaborate on
books. David-Neel felt depressed and intellectually lonely after Yongden died in 1955 and she
lived in different hotels for several years. She was unable to live alone in her home because
severe rheumatism in her legs made it difficult for her to walk. 275 In 1959, David-Neel hired
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Marie-Madeleine Peyronnet as a caregiver and lived in her home in Digne for the last ten years
of her life. 276
The French government promoted David-Neel to the highest order of the French Legion
of Honor in 1969. The government also cast a bronze medal in her honor that featured her
portrait on the front and her favorite motto from Ecclesiastes engraved on the back: “Walk
straight on following your heart’s desire.” 277 The citizens of Digne celebrated David-Neel’s
one-hundredth birthday with a gala party, and she was also interviewed for a twenty-minute
television program about her experiences and adventures in Tibet. 278 One honor touched
David-Neel’s heart more than the celebration of her one-hundredth birthday: the naming of
a girls’ school in Digne after her. The Alexandra David-Néel Secondary School stands today
as a memorial to the petite Frenchwoman who was a bridge between the East and West at
the beginning of the twentieth century. 279 Mme Peyronnet stated that David-Neel continued
writing until a few weeks before her death on 8 September 1969 and left four unfinished
projects. 280
David-Neel maintained that the happiest days of her life were “those when, a load on
my back, I wandered as one of the countless tribe of the Tibetan beggar-pilgrims.” 281 Before
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her death, David-Neel often grieved that she would not die in Tibet. She thought that a “sky
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burial” (the Tibetan custom in which the corpse is cut up and devoured by vultures) would be
grand. 282 Mme Peyronnet and her associate, Frank Tréguier, scattered the ashes of both mother
and adopted son in the Ganges River in 1973 as David-Neel had requested. 283
David-Neel’s Legacy
The home where David-Neel lived in Digne, France is now a museum dedicated to
her memory. The Alexandra David-Neel Cultural Centre that she established in her will on the
grounds of her estate has been open to the public since 1977. It showcases the art and artifacts,
iconography, and music of Tibetan Buddhism in France. In 2000, a ceremony was held at the
cultural center where more than thirty-five hundred postage stamps bearing David-Neel’s
portrait were released in recognition of six well-known French adventurers. 284 David-Neel
donated her entire library of French, English, and Tibetan books to the Musée Guimet and her
Tibetan clothing to the Musée de l’Homme. She left her letters and unpublished manuscripts to
her caregiver, Marie-Madeleine Peyronnet, with the proceeds of any publication going to the
municipality of Digne. Unfortunately, twelve crates of artifacts were carted away after
David-Neel’s death and remain lost. 285
Even though David-Neel did not receive a degree in higher education, she is considered
to be an educator because of her works. 286 However, she is not primarily known in the field of
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comparative religion, as she had hoped to be. Recent biographies about David-Neel appeal to
literary audiences of both adults and children who are interested in adventure and exploration.
Because of her courage and determination, David-Neel served as an inspiration to adventurers
and mountain climbers, such as China Galland and Dr. Arlene Blum. These women are popular
lecturers, writers, feminists, and environmentalists who learned from David-Neel that real
courage means facing one’s fear and charting one’s own course, regardless of gender. 287
Summary
Who was Alexandra David-Neel? Was she an anarchist, an aspiring diva, a French
Orientalist, a Buddhist scholar, an intrepid explorer, an early ethnographer, or a feisty feminist?
She was all of these and more. In her writings, David-Neel showed that she was proud,
intelligent, audacious, courageous, tenacious, and curious. Miller observed that David-Neel had
a reputation for terrible displays of temper when things did not go her way. She was described
by others as being strong-minded, impatient, imperious, and despotic as well as ebullient,
charming, “a genius, but impossible to live with.” 288 Désiré-Marchand agreed that many
people stressed David-Neel’s insensitivity, harshness, and violence but added that she needed
these qualities in order to succeed. 289
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At the end of her life, David-Neel asked Mme Peyronnet how she would describe
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her to others after her death. Mme Peyronnet responded tactfully that she would describe her
employer as possessing extraordinary intelligence, a vast spirit, and an interest in all things.
When David-Neel pressed her to be honest, Mme Peyronnet stated, “I would say that
Alexandra David-Neel was an ‘ocean’ of selfishness and a ‘Himalaya’ of despotism.” 290
David-Neel admitted that she possessed “a difficult character” and complimented Peyronnet
for her honesty. 291
In My Journey to Lhasa (1993), David-Neel wrote about the difficulty of playing the
part of an old mendicant woman. 292 She was experienced in assuming different roles as the
need arose: an actress in the theater, a maligned wife, a feminine deity, an enthralling
storyteller, a victim of political skullduggery, and a woman of mystery.
David-Neel did not apologize for inconsistencies in her behavior. She explained
the Buddhist belief that the self as self does not exist because the self is compound and
impermanent. The “plurality of personalities in the apparently single individual” is harbored
in one’s mind. Different characteristics “appear on the stage to play its [sic] part” according
to the circumstances. 293 David-Neel drew on her wide range of experiences to adopt different
personas that were effective for getting what she wanted (particularly money and attention).
Middleton declared that David-Neel was a source of speculation both during and after
her lifetime. Many people have wondered if she were a sorceress, a Tantric practitioner, or a
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traveler on an astral plane. Middleton concluded that David-Neel was less concerned with
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spirituality than with survival. 294 David-Neel displayed a stoic attitude in writing for the public
and minimized the dangers that she faced in her journeys through Asia. She declared that there
was not a single situation that she could not overcome by her wits alone. 295 However,
David-Neel revealed a more vulnerable side in her notes and private correspondence. Upon her
arrival in Lhasa, she wrote a letter to Philippe in which she stated that for a woman of her age,
her journey was “pure folly,” and even though her success was complete, she would refuse to
do it again under the same conditions. 296
David-Neel used people and institutions as means to her ends. She used the French,
English, and Belgian Christian missionaries to provide her with food, shelter, health services,
and financial aid even though she had little regard for the way they conducted themselves in
their efforts to gain converts. 297 She used the French consulate to gain entry into and exit from
Asian countries and to loan her money. As a businesswoman, David-Neel marketed herself as
a person of mystery who knew more about Tibet than anyone. She booked her lectures on a
self-created circuit and secured her own contracts with American, European, and Asian
publishers for her articles and books. Toward the end of her life, David-Neel made an
agreement with the government of Digne that she would bequeath the royalties from her
books to it if its leaders would exempt her from taxation. 298
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David-Neel also used her family, friends, and associates as a means to achieve her
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goals. She admitted that she was selfish and domineering, and she became even more imperious
and intolerant as she grew older. The so-called Sage of Digne surprised visitors with her
acerbic remarks. When the Catholic intellectual, Teilhard de Chardin, chided David-Neel
because she didn’t believe in miracles, she retorted, “I make them!” 299
Three words describe David-Neel’s life: commitment, courage, and change. She was a
practicing Buddhist who remained committed to following the tenets of Buddhism throughout
her life. Early on, she established two main goals: to focus on the original doctrine that was
preached by the Buddha (free from embellishments and superstitions) and to explain that
doctrine in simple, everyday terms that could be understood by the average layperson as well
as by the serious practitioner. David-Neel was also a courageous woman. Buddhists advocate
facing adversity with courage rather than fleeing difficult situations. The warfare is conducted
against one’s “cowardly mind.” 300 Through training and the practice of meditation, David-Neel
examined painful events in her past and summoned the courage to stand firm in the face of
obstacles (particularly social conventions and authority) that threatened her freedom and
individuality. 301 Middleton pointed out that the goal of the Buddhist is not an escape from
the world but an engagement with it. This requires “a willingness to face life squarely and
to seek truth with diligence, good humor, and above all, an open mind.” 302 David-Neel’s
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recommendations were “to live life” and to accept nothing that was not based upon personal
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experience. Her ultimate goal was “supreme knowledge.” 303 She could have remained in
solitude, but she (somewhat regretfully) chose to return to the world as an educator in order
to share her knowledge. In Tibetan Journey (1992), David-Neel wrote the following:
Solitude, detachment, peace, and all that divine bliss that exists over and beyond
what these words represent! I, too, have tasted the intense voluptuousness of that
peculiar life. No doubt I was not yet worthy to remain at that height and it was
for that reason I had to come down from there to wander again in the world.
Will the day come, when I shall once more plunge into such solitude and
silence? 304
Finally, David-Neel realized the Buddhist precept of impermanence within her own
experience of physical, emotional, and intellectual changes as she grew older, in cultural
changes due to developments in technology, and in political changes due to warfare and shifts
in authority. Her writing brought her full circle as she traced the developments in China, India,
and Tibet throughout the centuries. 305
It is possible to enjoy and appreciate David-Neel’s writings as a travel writer and
Buddhist scholar by analyzing the language of her texts, but it is likely to be more satisfying
to read these texts with some knowledge of her life and the times in which she lived. This
biographical sketch is simply a glimpse into her life in order to present the reader with an idea
of what motivated her to pursue a life of freedom, travel, and adventure when it was contrary
to the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century standards of European society. In the
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following chapters, I explore David-Neel’s vocation as a travel writer and her contribution to
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our understanding of the Tibetan culture and how she stimulated the interest of Westerners in
the study of Buddhism and Bön (the belief system that proceeded Buddhism) through her
writing.

CHAPTER 2
ALEXANDRA DAVID-NEEL, TRAVEL WRITER
Introduction and Purpose of the Chapter
Although Alexandra David-Neel’s published works encompass a large variety of topics,
the general public knows her best as a travel writer. The English edition of her books, My
Journey to Lhasa (originally published in 1927) and Magic and Mystery in Tibet (originally
published 1932), continue to be reissued in many countries in different languages. These two
books are popular among new generations of readers while others, such as Au coeur des
Himalayas: Le Nepal (1949) and Sous des nuées d’orage: Recit de voyage (1940), are rarely
mentioned. Why was travel writing important to the way that Westerners perceived Tibet and
its people? How did David-Neel’s works explain the Tibetan culture? David-Neel’s writing
reflected the discourses of the time in which she lived. What were those discourses and how did
they affect the production and reception of her works? What were some of the criticisms that
were made of David-Neel’s writing style and how did she perceive herself as a writer?
To understand the impact of David-Neel’s work, it is necessary to situate her experience
within a specific historical context. Kristi Siegel suggested that it is important to examine such
determinants as race, class, location, historical circumstance, and power in women’s travel

writing. 306 The purpose of this chapter is to show that the discourses of Orientalism and
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colonialism,307 the relationship of power between dominant and subordinate groups, 308 and
feminist and gender studies 309 intersect in this discussion about the historical context in which
David-Neel lived at the turn of the twentieth century, the cultural milieus of Western Europe
and Asia in which she wrote her articles and books, and the perception she had of herself as a
travel writer. First, I discuss the nature of travel writing: its definition, development, discourses,
and problems as a literary genre. Next, I examine the historical context in which David-Neel
lived and wrote her articles and books, the colonial and feminist discourses that were common
at that time, and David-Neel’s perception of herself as a travel writer. Finally, I conclude that
one must read a combination of travel books and autobiographical narratives in order to
understand David-Neel as a person and the influence of her writings on the general public.
Travel Writing As a Genre
Travel writing refers to both a journey taken and the text written about it. 310 It is a
narrative about the temporal sequence of one’s journey: the departure of the traveler from the
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home culture, the sequence of events during the passage and stay in another culture, and the
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homeward return. The mode of expression may take the form of a private diary or journal,
personal correspondence, prose poems, an essay, a short story, or a collection of anecdotes
about the traveler’s impressions and experiences during the journey. The information included
varies with the motivation of the traveler and the interests of the audience. The audience may
be members of the traveler’s family or friends, a named sponsor, or an unidentified group of
readers. The purpose of the travel narrative is to communicate information about the target
culture to interested persons in the home culture, to describe one’s physical passage through
time and space through a foreign land, or to explain a personal transformation as a result of the
journey. It may also be any combination of the above. These general characteristics make it
difficult to categorize travel writing. 311
Questions have been raised about whether travel writing should be read as
autobiographical narratives by authors or as artifacts reflecting the historical period in which
they were written. Hayden White argued for the latter. He observed that in an account of the
historical world, one is dependent on figurative language to redescribe a set of events according
to one’s perceptions. As such, there is always an element of fiction, of poetic construction,
present in the narrative. A shift in one’s point of view or a change in the scope of one’s
perceptions can change the tone of a situation. The purpose of the historical narrative is to
make unfamiliar events familiar to the reader by endowing the unfamiliar with meaning
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through culturally provided categories, such as stories. 312 What the story is, who tells it, and
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how the audience receives it have social ramifications.
The Development of Modern Travel Writing As a Genre
When European aristocrats prepared for diplomatic and legal careers in service to the
state by going abroad to study at famous universities and learn to speak foreign languages
during the sixteenth century, travel was considered an art, particularly an art of discourse.
Young scholar-courtiers were encouraged to converse with eminent and wise men who would
help them develop international contacts, judicial judgment, and oratory skills. The word,
in conversation and books, stood at the center of the notion of travel as an exercise in
universalizing discourse. A naturalistic orientation gained strength in the seventeenth century
that emphasized observation and direct, personally verifiable experience. As a result, the aural
knowledge and oral discourse of traditional authority gave way to the visual and silent
observation of the scientific method. By the eighteenth century, flora, fauna, and living
creatures were described, classified, and catalogued according to their characteristics. Over the
course of three centuries, the academies established a travel method and a forum within which
travel reports were published and criticized. Travel was considered a branch of history
consisting of a true account of facts based upon firsthand observation. Intellectual authorities
held travelers accountable to explicitly formulated rules of observational method throughout
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 313
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Starting with Marco Polo, explorers and sailors were among the first travelers to write
about Asia as a foreign land. Their stories of adventure, exotic tales, and riches stimulated the
interest and imagination of many at home in Europe. Religious pilgrims followed them on
spiritual quests, and missionaries were sent by religious communities to convert non-Christians
to Christianity. The missionaries translated foreign languages for the purpose of propagating
the faith and wrote letters to their superiors describing the belief systems within Asian cultures.
The desire to save souls soon gave way to the desire for trade. Merchants and traders assessed
social and economic conditions with regard to the need for consumer goods and possible trade
routes. European governments sent pundits and spies to learn details about geography, natural
resources, and politics in the targeted lands. Diplomats acted upon the information they
received and attempted to conduct talks about opening trade routes between countries.
Journalists reported the news to people in their homeland when borders were closed and
soldiers forced their way into countries. Naturalists, scientists, and anthropologists from
Britain, France, and other European countries conducted research in the Orient and wrote about
their studies. During the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries, travel writing in
the forms of diaries, journals, letters, reports, documents, and news coverage influenced the
way that Westerners perceived the Asian continent and its peoples. The variety of travel writing
provided Westerners with practical information, stimulated interest, and laid the foundation for
the perception of other lands and cultures. 314
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In her book Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (1992), Mary Louise
Pratt asserted that travel writing is connected to forms of knowledge and expression that
reinforces the power of the dominant, colonizing culture and subordinates others. She asked
how the non-Europeans contributed to those perceptions by the way they presented themselves,
their customs, and their daily lives to the Europeans. 315 Her book is important because it
acknowledged the reciprocal relationship of colonial meaning-making. The narratives written
by Europeans during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries generally presented a one-sided
picture of life in another culture since non-Europeans rarely wrote narratives that were
published. Later, in the early twentieth century, native accounts were written that portrayed the
European as the so-called Other. 316
According to Peter Bishop, the combination of exploration and classification helped to
establish Britain as a global identity with imperialistic tendencies. Books naming, comparing,
classifying, and documenting the flora and fauna of the environment and the characteristics and
culture of the Tibetan people became popular among Europeans. From their position in India,
the British felt that the Himalayas belonged to them. They compared the Alps to their
“Northern Indian Mountains” and wanted to secure the Tibetan region as a buffer zone between
India and Russia. Developments in the areas of mountaineering, photography, and tourism
deepened this familiarity. By the end of the nineteenth century, the general public in Europe
accepted the network of associations established between Britain and its imperial perimeter.
The exploration of Tibet and the Himalayas became its own history as generations of travelers’
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tales became integrated into stories that reinforced the idea of Europe as the center of the world
and Asian countries as the so-called Other. 317
The alliance between England and France was both friendly and competitive in the
quest to extend their empires. Because the British dominated the exploration of Tibet and
the Himalayan region in the nineteenth century, travelers from England wrote most of the
published accounts. France was among the last European countries to circumnavigate the
world. 318 Kimberley J. Healey analyzed the narratives of people who left their homeland of
France and claimed to accomplish something new or different in their narratives. She included
David-Neel in her book, The Modernist Traveler: French Detours, 1900-1930 (2003), as
one of the few female travelers from France who was a dedicated and prolific writer. Healey
brought this discussion from the historical context of colonialism down to the everyday social
context of self, time, space, and the body. 319
The travel narratives that Healey presented are a combination of literature and factual
accounts. She maintained that the veracity of the travel narrative is less important than what the
text reveals about the state of the world and the act of writing for the traveling author. French
travel literature shifted its focus from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. The reader
became exposed to information from other lands and learning about other cultures, to learning
about his or her own culture, and to learning about the writing self through the act of traveling
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and reading travel narratives. 320 The main discursive formations that characterized women’s
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travel writing in Western Europe from 1860 to 1930 were the discourses of colonialism and
femininity.
Colonial Discourse
Colonial discourse analysis examines European culture and literature for how the West
reproduces its representation of the so-called Other against which and through which it defines
itself. Musgrove stated that travel writing is one of the main sources for the investigation of
colonizing processes because it exposes transactions of cultural and political power. 321 It was
not until colonial discourse became a legitimate field of research in the nineteen-seventies that
travel writing began to be considered worthy of academic study. 322 The impetus for the
analysis of texts written by Westerners about colonized countries began with the publication of
Edward Said’s book, Orientalism, in 1979. Said defined Orientalism as a system of thought in
which a mythical identity is created for a group of people in a foreign country, and that is built
upon the construction of opposites: others who are different from us. 323 His basic thesis was
that Western writers have constructed the Orient as the Other through language and imagery.
They “attempted to make the inhabitants of colonized countries powerless by fixing them in an
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object position while keeping the powerful subject position for Westerners.” 324 Orientalism
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refers to the idea of European identity as being superior in comparison with non-European
peoples and cultures. According to Said, it also refers to “the hegemony of European ideas
about the Orient, reiterating European superiority over Oriental backwardness.” 325
Just as human beings write history, the binary concepts of East/West and Occident/
Orient are human constructions that are also subject to reinterpretation. Said warned people
about the dangers of applying the structures, styles, and biases of Orientalism to themselves and
to others but observed that these applications have occurred and continue to occur on a fairly
wide scale. Certain ethnic groups in the Orient have been favored in the “typical Orientalist
obsession with language, texts, philology, and allied subjects.” 326 Sadik Jalal al-‘Azm
proposed that the term “reverse Orientalism” applies to ethnic groups in the Orient (such as
Tibetans) because of their inclination toward otherworldliness and their mastery of the human
mind and body and that many Westerners have assumed and accepted the spiritual superiority
of the Oriental person. 327
Peter Bishop pointed out that while most disciplines conceptualize their Other as a
coherent, unified object, many are now recognizing the complexity, diversity, and contradictory
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qualities of the vast array of images and reflections about Otherness. 328 The problem, he stated,
appears to rest with those who steadfastly believe that the history of a culture, a self, or a
national identity is immutable and unchanging. 329
Feminist Discourse
The language that Westerners used in their travel texts until the latter part of the
twentieth century reinforced the cultural notion of Europe as the center of the world, superior
to non-European countries. It is a discourse that was produced in an uneven exchange with
various kinds of political, intellectual, cultural, and moral powers. Said concluded that
Orientalism is a dimension of modern political-intellectual culture that has less to do with the
Orient than it does with the Western world. 330 However, early writers, such as Marco Polo and
T. E. Lawrence, presented heterogeneous, counter-hegemonic voices. 331 Mills stated that
because Said only considered the male proponents of Orientalism, he portrayed Orientalism as
being a male discourse that eliminated women from the discussion. 332 In this paper, the term
“feminist discourse” refers to the language used in texts to support the “advocacy of women’s
rights on the grounds of sexual equality.” 333
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In Discourses of Difference (1993), Sara Mills examined the language used in Western
European women’s writings about other cultures between 1860 and 1930 to determine whether
they conformed to the Orientalist pattern or whether they represented counter-hegemonic
voices. Mills analyzed David-Neel’s book My Journey to Lhasa because it illustrated how
the social constraints of Western Europe influenced the production (writing) and reception
(reading) of her work. 334 Mills wanted to determine whether her writing complied with or
resisted the discourses of colonialism and feminism. She concluded that David-Neel
represented a counter-hegemonic voice. 335
Mills also explored the ways in which women’s travel writings were different from
and similar to men’s travel writings. 336 She sidestepped the customary binary male/female
categories in order to create a more inclusive picture of travel writing during the colonist era.
When Mills compared and contrasted the production and reception of accounts that were
written by European men and women during the last half of the nineteenth century and the
first quarter of the twentieth century, she found that men’s accounts during this period were
generally read as nonfiction by sponsors who sought specific information. The truth-value
of their accounts was rarely questioned when they produced factual, practical, long-term,
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big-picture information in the format requested by their superiors. During their lifetimes, men
received greater recognition and professional acclaim for their writing that led to more funding
for additional travel and exploration.
In contrast, women’s narratives were usually read as autobiographical. The truth-value
of their accounts was often questioned. As part of the feminine discourse in circulation at the
time, they were expected to stress emotions, personal relationships, and connectivity in their
writing. The events they recorded could not always be verified. Women were rarely sponsored
by a government or by large corporations, so they often had difficulty obtaining money for their
travels. Early female travelers often accompanied their fathers, brothers, or husbands who were
missionaries or diplomats. Some women used an inheritance from a parent or spouse to finance
their journeys. Independent women from Western Europe who traveled alone in a foreign
country were often considered outsiders once they left the family domain. Due to the feminine
discourse, few women encouraged other women travelers, and few female travelers received
acclaim within their lifetimes. Nevertheless, women continued to travel and write about their
travels in spite of their social and financial difficulties. 337 Discourse became an arena where
struggles for meaning delineated the parameters of writing as various economic, social,
political, historical, and personal forces impinged on the writing process. 338
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Problems in the Genre of Modern Travel Writing
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There are several problems to consider when examining the diversity of travel
writing and travel writers. First, writers bring varying degrees of experience, education, and
intelligence to their works. There are significant differences between superficial accounts
written by uneducated individuals and those written by scholars. Rubies stated that qualities
needed for a good ethnographer are linguistic competency in the target language, years of
intimate interaction with the people of another culture, and the ability to accept a local system
of power beyond the observer’s control. 339 Second, ideological commitments might impede the
interpretation of culture and the ways of life described. For example, many missionaries were
repulsed by the outward manifestation of the Tibetan belief system and were unable to
penetrate the appearance of the terrifying deities to uncover the hidden levels of symbolic
meaning. 340 Third, the personal motivation of the writer affects the selection of what is
important to include in the narrative in order to interest the target audience. A governmentsponsored expedition, for example, requires a different set of priorities for reporting than a
personal interest excursion. Writing for publication imposes another set of constraints on the
writer. Next, many narratives are written after the traveler has returned home. Nostalgia,
a faulty memory, wishful thinking, or reverse culture shock may prevent the writer from
presenting true information. One of the debates about travel writing refers to the truth value
of the narrative. There is an expectation of proof in relation to nonfiction travel writing, but it
is difficult to verify a narrative written about a so-called blank space on a map that represents
339
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reports, documentation, photographs, recordings, illustrations, and maps. Finally, Europeans
defined the categories of analysis and language of the narratives employed in colonial
discourse. The way that language is used to describe another culture reflects the Western
emphasis on linear thinking and binary concepts. 341
No writer can escape the uncritically internalized assumptions that influence his or
her worldview, perceptions, inferences, and assessments about another culture. 342 These
assumptions underlie basic questions such as, what is so-called truth and who determines what
is true? How are cultural differences about concepts of so-called truth taken into account?
Two questions that are likely to influence the answers about truth in travel writing are, who
benefits from the reports, and how do they benefit? Because of their generic ambiguity, texts
written by authors such as David-Neel have come under scrutiny.
Alexandra David-Neel As a Travel Writer
Several authors analyzed the surface language in David-Neel’s works to examine
central issues, such as colonial and feminist discourses, in nineteenth- and twentieth-century
travel writing. Others interpreted her epistolary writing and travel narratives as
autobiographical accounts. Textual analysis yielded considerable information about the
historical context in which David-Neel lived, and her letters and travel narratives revealed her
personal life, but a combination of both is needed to understand her fully.
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Colonial and Feminist Discourses in David-Neel’s Works
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Recent studies about David-Neel as a travel writer have focused on the surface
language 343 of her most popular works: My Journey to Lhasa (1993) and Magic and Mystery
in Tibet (1971). Although these analyses concentrated on only two works that were published
in English and not the wide range of David-Neel’s writing, they are valuable studies because
they provide a new perspective in establishing the historical and cultural European and Asian
contexts in which she traveled and wrote. The authors were less concerned with the places
David-Neel visited than with the constraints she suffered as an independent female traveling
and writing in a foreign land.
Sara Mills analyzed the surface language in the text of My Journey to Lhasa (1993)
and dissected the charges made by Jeanne Denys that David-Neel was a fraud. Her purpose
was to reveal the underlying colonial and feminist discourses that constrained and influenced
the reception of David-Neel’s text. Mills did not question the veracity of David-Neel’s account
nor did she think it necessary to delve into her biography. Mills maintained that one of
the major problems with women’s travel writing is that the texts are usually read as
autobiographical accounts of the author’s life. 344 This is based on the assumption that the
narrative voice in the text represents the writer’s self. Mills pointed out that the self is not a
consistent entity that is under the control of the writer. It is a changing assemblage of ideas
343
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that are mediated by the writing system and its rules for making sense. 345
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David-Neel recounted her journey into the capital of Tibet while disguised as
a mendicant pilgrim in My Journey to Lhasa (1993). At the turn of the century, the British
considered Tibet of great strategic importance because it was the so-called buffer-zone next to
their territory of India. The British and the Chinese both wanted to develop trade routes and
possibly expand their territories into Tibet. They feared that Russia was also interested in
the same objectives, so they closed Tibet to foreigners. The covert competition by the three
countries for land in Central Asia became known as the Great Game. 346 David-Neel went to
Lhasa undercover because she had been expelled from Sikkim and Tibet and was forbidden to
reenter those countries. 347
Jeanne Denys worked for the almost ninety-year-old David-Neel at her home in Digne,
France for a few weeks to help organize her library. The two women did not get along, and
Denys left her employ. David-Neel was not defensive about the accusation that she had never
been to Lhasa. She simply told Denys to “prove it” because the accusation would be good
publicity for her books. 348 As a result, Denys spent ten years doing research for a book
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that she published herself after David-Neel’s death: Alexandra David-Néel au Tibet: Une
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supercherie dévoilée (1972). 349 She asserted that the events that David-Neel described were
highly improbable because, as a woman, she was too old, overweight, and frail to survive the
harrowing journey across the Himalayan Mountains and the Tibetan plains. Denys charged
that David-Neel did not learn the Tibetan language, was never initiated, never interviewed the
Thirteenth Dalai Lama or the Panchen Lama, never met the Panchen Lama’s mother, and never
went to Shitgatze, Kum Bum, or Lhasa. Her attack was also very personal. Denys insisted that
both of David-Neel’s parents were from Jewish families, spoke Yiddish at home, had academic
backgrounds, and although they had always been poor, they were not in “reduced
circumstances.” 350 Braham Norwick added that Denys extended her observations to Yongden
and claimed that he was not a lama, had no religious training, and was “primitive” because he
slept on the floor instead of in a bed. 351
Mills observed that most of the allegations of deceit that Denys made have roots in
the feminine discourse that was in circulation in Western Europe at the end of the nineteenth
century: Women were considered frail, emotional, uneducated, and in need of male protection.
They were expected to remain at home and care for their families under the guidance of their
fathers or husbands. The so-called virtuous housewife was caught in a dilemma between the
socially constructed images of a woman who was unschooled, undereducated, and dependent
and being a woman striving for education and independence. It was not considered ‘ladylike’
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to appear ambitious and call attention to oneself in public. The Western European woman was
denied the right to own property, to adopt children, or to make decisions concerning the sexual
use of her body. In short, the Western European woman lacked a voice. Mills asserted that this
lack of voice is evident in the ambivalence of the narrator’s voice in women’s travel writing
during the colonist era. Men wrote from the secure position of dominance as the colonizer
while women often wavered in their sympathies. 352
Denys based some of her accusations of deceit on the mistaken belief that David-Neel
lacked the authority of government sponsorship. 353 Mills observed that Denys compared
David-Neel’s writing to reports written by well-known authors who traveled on behalf of the
British government and followed a certain protocol for conveying specific information. This
protocol was developed by government authorities during the era of exploration to ensure the
quality and brevity of the reports. 354 Denys stated that David-Neel’s writing did not conform
to the prescribed standard for several reasons: First, her text did not have a chronological
sequence, descriptive detail, geographical notes, or maps of the itinerary. Second, her text
lacked descriptions of the physical and moral characteristics of the Tibetans, their living
conditions, customs, resources, jobs, pastimes, language, and traditions. 355 Third, her text was
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fictitious because it did not include a bibliography of texts that would situate the works within
a system of authenticity and scientificity. 356
Denys also found fault with two means of David-Neel’s verification: photographs and
concrete evidence. David-Neel took black-and-white photographs during her travels and sent
many of them to her husband. She requested that he safeguard the negatives as well as the
photographs. 357 Photography was considered an acceptable scientific method for documenting
architectural details, ethnographic objects, people for classification, and postcard scenes at the
turn of the twentieth century. 358 David-Neel’s photographs and the concrete evidence of her
interview with the Thirteenth Dalai Lama in the form of his written responses are currently in
the museum in Digne. 359 Although some critics have accused David-Neel of exaggeration,
only Jeanne Denys attempted to discredit the travel writer who had already received a bounty
of national and international acclaim. 360
Peter Bishop offered a different cultural perspective on Denys’s accusations. He
explained that Tibet was not a so-called blank space on the map which David-Neel
imaginatively described. A century of exploration, mapping, and comprehensive studies
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preceded her voyage to Lhasa, so the British had a great deal of information about the

90

Himalayas that was compiled for regional studies early in the nineteenth century. 361 By the
turn of the twentieth century, most accounts of travel in Tibet began with a detailed summary
of previous exploration. Bishop asserted that this constant retelling of previous exploration
served to legitimatize Western aspirations. 362 He added that the Royal Geographical Society
not only brought coherence to different travel accounts, but it was also involved in the
production of knowledge. 363
Bishop also discussed the difference between Tibetan and European cultural
perspectives about the passage of time and the geography of the land. This explained some
of the difficulties that David-Neel encountered in making notations about time and place in
her text. As an example of Otherness, Bishop contrasted the Tibetan anchorite who lived
in isolation in a cave for a period of years with the European explorer who represented an
extroverted, expansionist culture. The difference in their ways of thinking about historical
and social time as well as about geographical space is striking. Western European travelers
considered Tibet to be a “topsy-turvy” land of contradictions. 364 The anchorite’s Otherness was
incomprehensible to them unless they were able to broaden their cultural perspective to
accommodate both perspectives.
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Travel Narratives As Autobiographical Accounts
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Although textual analysis yielded a great deal of information about the social
pressure that affected the production and reception of David-Neel’s written works, it did not
facilitate a comprehensive understanding of her personal motivation, aspirations, and how
she circumvented difficulties and setbacks. Therefore, it is also worthwhile to examine her
narratives as autobiographical accounts. Braham Norwick pointed out, “The psychological
details of her [David-Neel’s] life are as fully interesting as her adventures in Tibet, and the two
are remarkably intertwined.” 365 In the following section, I discuss how several authors
combined the narratives of David-Neel’s autobiographical accounts with those of her travel
journeys to produce a fuller portrait of her as a woman. Then I examine how David-Neel
perceived herself as a travel writer.
David-Neel revealed very little about her personal life and never mentioned her husband
in her articles or books. In addition to travel narratives and scholarly discourses about Tibetan
Buddhism and Tantric practices, she left fragments of her diary, journals, and thirty-seven years
of personal letters to her husband in which she disclosed her innermost thoughts. These
autobiographical accounts were published after her death. 366
Travel Narratives Combined with Autobiographical Accounts
Several authors who wrote about Alexandra David-Neel as a travel writer used
a combination of her texts and autobiographical narratives as the basis for their works. The
365
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Alexandra David-Néel Foundation commissioned Joëlle Désiré-Marchand, a French
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geographer-cartographer, to investigate and write about David-Neel’s life and journeys through
Asia. 367 An American author, Luree Miller, included David-Neel in her collection about
women explorers of Tibet, 368 and a husband and wife team from America, Barbara and
Michael Foster, coauthored two books about David-Neel’s life and travels. 369 Other authors
such as Peter Hopkirk, Jeffery Paine, and Kenneth Wimmel included David-Neel in their
collections of travelers’ tales. 370
In her book, Alexandra David-Néel vie et voyages: Itinéraires géographiques et
spirituels (2010), Désiré-Marchand charted David-Neel’s journeys through India and Asia
from her published works, personal correspondence, unpublished notes, sketches of maps,
and descriptions of the terrain. Then she compared David-Neel’s accounts with those of other
travelers who trekked the same region at different times. Désiré-Marchand presented the
written testimonies of reliable witnesses who saw David-Neel during her excursions 371 as well
367
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as documentation of her arrest in Jyekundo and summons to be a witness in a lawsuit on behalf
of a woman who was a victim of spousal abuse in Lhasa. 372 The outcome was a richly
descriptive, detailed synthesis of David-Neel’s five sojourns in India, Tibet, and China from
1890 through 1946 that combined the surface language of her travels with her autobiographical
accounts as expressed in her letters, diary, and journals. 373
The story of the participation of the French in discovering Tibet was generally limited
to the writings of the nineteenth-century Catholic missionaries, Fathers Huc and Gabet.
David-Neel’s name was not included in the history of exploration until the end of the twentieth
century. 374 Désiré-Marchand offered several reasons for this delay: First, during the nineteenth
and beginning of the twentieth centuries, the field of exploration and the title of explorer were
generally limited to men. Women who explored were described as “adventuresome.” Second,
most women who traveled during this era were evangelists or wives of missionaries or
diplomats. David-Neel was unique because she traveled alone without the so-called protection
of a European male. She was considered to be eccentric because she did not always adhere to
12 October 1922.); 438 and 447: Madame Tenduf La, daughter of Laden La, the chief of police in Lhasa, provided
written testimony that her father knew about Alexandra David-Neel’s presence in Tibet, but he did not want to
cause trouble. Madame La saw the intrepid traveler shortly after she arrived in Gyantse in 1924 and gave a vivid
description of her appearance.
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He would have arrested any other foreigner, but he chose not to arrest her because of her commitment to
Buddhism.
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the conventions of European society. 375 Third, although David-Neel audited courses in
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prestigious institutions of higher education, such as the Sorbonne and the Collège de France,
she did not graduate because she refused to enroll in a specific curriculum and complete the
required coursework and examinations. David-Neel operated at the margin of education as an
independent researcher. Désire-Marchand agreed with the criticism of David-Neel’s writings,
such as the inconsistent spelling of certain words, imprecise references, and incomplete or
absent documentation. 376 Finally, Désiré-Marchand pointed out that the public was divided in
its opinion and support of David-Neel. While many adored her and put her on a pedestal, others
attempted to publicly humiliate her by challenging the veracity of her claims. A few skeptics
tried to slander David-Neel by calling her a pathological liar while others ignored her in order
to discount her achievements. 377
The value of Alexandra David-Néel vie et voyages: Itinéraires géographiques et
spirituels (2010) is that it was the only biography of David-Neel written by a professional
geographer-cartographer. In addition to including extensive notes and bibliography,
Désiré-Marchand listed fifteen pages of cartographic documentation, David-Neel’s complete
travel calendar from 1911-1946, and the transliteration of the names of places in Tibet that
David-Neel cited. 378 She emphasized that David-Neel was neither a cartographer nor a
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topographer and never pretended to be. 379 Désiré-Marchand explained that there is much
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variation because the place names were usually listed in Chinese or Tibetan, depending on the
manufacturer of the map, and that sometimes the location or the name of a place was erroneous
or unmarked. 380 Désiré-Marchand provided maps to go along with the narrative throughout
her book. She indicated the name of each place, its more commonly known variations, and
David-Neel’s notations. 381 Her research supported David-Neel’s explanations and clarified
many of the criticisms about the inaccurate identification of places and the inconsistent spelling
of place names. Because of the thoroughness of her work, it is surprising that Désiré-Marchand
failed to mention the dossier that the India Office of the British Government maintained on
David-Neel from 1917-1925. 382 The dossier is an important document that corroborates
David-Neel’s travels. Other authors, such as Barbara and Michael Foster and Peter Hopkirk,
mentioned it in their books. 383
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Désiré-Marchand’s assessment of David-Neel’s personal accounts was that she was
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very human: “a being of excessiveness” who was not indifferent to the situations and
personalities around her. 384 Because of her individualistic streak, David-Neel elicited strong
responses of approval or disapproval from others. The word “explore” originates from the Latin
explorare and means “to search out.” 385 The geographer-cartographer consulted the Dictionary
of the Language of the 19th and 20th Century (1789-1960) and found that an explorer is a person
who “goes to collect information of the scientific, economic, or ethnographic order.” 386 The
group of individuals named as explorers share certain qualities: They are courageous people
who are animated by curiosity, the spirit of adventure, and a taste for the unknown.
Désiré-Marchand maintained that David-Neel went above and beyond the
accomplishments of Fathers Huc and Gabet because she made an original contribution: She
presented the secret teachings of Buddhism and Tantrism to the general public. These teachings
were previously inaccessible to foreigners because they were transmitted exclusively from
master to disciple. Surely, Désiré-Marchand reasoned, David-Neel should therefore have her
name listed as an explorer among other explorers. 387
Barbara and Michael Foster wrote what many consider to be the definitive biography
of Alexandra David-Neel. 388 Their first book, Forbidden Journey: The Life of Alexandra
David-Neel (1987), was based on approximately three thousand typed pages of letters from
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with people who knew her. Their reference to the dossier established by the India Office of the
British Government under the code name of “French Nun” was a significant contribution to
our understanding of the political complexity of the time.
While Désiré-Marchand’s book leaned heavily on the geographical aspect of
David-Neel’s journeys, the Fosters’ book emphasized the psychological. In the preface to their
second book, The Secret Lives of Alexandra David-Neel: A Biography of the Explorer of Tibet
and Its Forbidden Practices (1998), they stated the following: “Since we have been living with
David-Neel’s life for nearly two decades, we trust more to our own observations and
opinions.” 389 The Alexandra David-Néel Foundation denied them the use of direct quotations
and photographs in this book.
In spite of the concrete evidence and eyewitness testimony gathered to support
David-Neel’s accomplishments, little notice has been given by biographers to Yongden, the
Sikkemese-Tibetan lama who accompanied her on her journeys and remained her faithful
companion for forty years. Here was a living person who coauthored three books with his
adoptive mother. He wore the garb of a Tibetan lama when they lectured in Brussels, London,
Paris, and Switzerland and spoke about their experiences before packed audiences. 390 As part
of the colonial discourse in circulation during the first half of the twentieth century in Western
Europe, Yongden was considered an oddity in his appearance and mannerisms. According to
the Fosters, the residents of Digne referred to David-Neel as “the wife of the Chinese” even
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though he was her adopted Sikkimese-Tibetan son. 391 Yongden was certainly the most credible
witness to the events described in her journeys, but aside from the authors previously
mentioned, he was often ignored or relegated to footnote status by David-Neel’s biographers
and critics. 392
Components of the Travel Narrative
As previously stated, travel writing refers to the journey taken and the text written
about it. It is a narrative about the temporal sequence of the journey, beginning with the
departure of the traveler from the home culture, the sequence of events during the passage
and stay in another culture, and the homeward return. The purpose of the travel narrative is to
communicate information about the target culture, to describe one’s passage through time and
space in a foreign land, or to describe a personal transformation as a result of the journey.
David-Neel’s narratives combined all three purposes. Her target audience was the general
public: the average layperson who wants to learn about Buddhism in simple, everyday language
and the beginning practitioner. 393 Most of David-Neel’s books about Tibet were written after
she returned home. They were based primarily on her personal notes and correspondence with
her husband. Her later books, such as the novels and Sous des nuées d’orage (1940), were
written from the front line during the Second Sino-Japanese War.
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The Departure
The departure from one’s home to embark on a journey involves reasons for leaving.
David-Neel’s purpose for taking each of her five journeys to the East was to gather material
for future lectures and written works that would enable her to become financially independent.
She wanted to investigate and compare the practice and philosophy of Buddhism based on a
combination of observations, personal experience, and doctrine. She also wanted to satisfy
her intellectual curiosity, her desire for adventure, and her longing for freedom. 394 She wrote,
“I was inspired by the desire to do something no one else had and to try myself physically and
intellectually.” 395 When David-Neel returned to Asia in 1937, her departure was due “to
nostalgia for the country and the life that I left” as well as the desire to find a certain lama who
could help her prepare a book for publication and a grant from the French government to study
Russian women. 396 David-Neel was fortunate to have had her initial trips financed by her
godmother, her husband, and the French Ministry of Education. She used funds from her
personal income to finance subsequent trips and to repay loans incurred along the way.
The Journey
David-Neel began her series of five journeys at the end of the nineteenth century with
trips through Ceylon and India. Then she returned to the Far East in 1911 and remained there
until 1925, living as a novice in a hermitage for almost two years and as a resident within the
394
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grounds of a large Tibetan monastery for three years. After she was expelled from Tibet in

100

1916, she travelled through Korea, Japan, and China before she reentered Tibet in disguise
in order to enter Lhasa in 1924. David-Neel experienced most of the adventures between 1912
and 1924 that are described in her books. However, she had more harrowing experiences
when she returned to Asia in 1937. She reported from the front line during the Second
Sino-Japanese War and left as a refugee in 1946. Little has been mentioned in the literature
about this period of David-Neel’s life. Of the five journeys to the Far East, most of the attention
has been given to her journey to Lhasa and her observations of the Tibetan culture.
While she was in Likiang, Yunnan in September 1923, David-Neel wrote the last letter
to her husband before she embarked on her so-called “mystery trip” to Lhasa. She predicted
that he would not hear from her again for about six months but asked him not to worry and,
above all, not to tell anyone about her plan because it could put her in danger.
I do not think I can write you before March or April. You are warned, don't
worry. If this is so, this is all going at my own discretion; otherwise you will
receive news earlier. Think of me from time to time, my dearest. But, certainly,
everything will be fine. It's a long walk, that’s all! So rest your mind, and do not
inform about me, which could impede me considerably. 397
David-Neel dismissed her retinue of servants and pared down her belongings to a few
essentials that she carried: an aluminum pot, a bowl, a spoon, and a Chinese traveling case
which contained a long knife and a pair of chopsticks. She kept a revolver and the gold
necklace that the Prince of Sikkim had given her hidden beneath her undergarments. 398
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donned her disguise of a Tibetan peasant woman who was on a pilgrimage with her lama-son.
She darkened her hair with Chinese ink and lengthened it with black yak braids. Then she
darkened her face and hands with a mixture of cocoa and crushed charcoal. The outfit was
completed with large hoop earrings, a coarse Tibetan robe, and an old fur hat found along the
way. 399 Although David-Neel experienced some tense moments when she thought she might
have been detected as a foreigner, her disguise was so successful that even the policemen in
Lhasa took her for an old peasant. She lived the role that she played: “I felt myself a simple
dokpa of the Koko Nor...I knew by heart the region I described, for I had lived there long.” 400
David-Neel felt justified in not following the usual protocol for travelers and stated the
following:
We were not ordinary travellers, and the usual rules dictated by prudence
could not be part of our own code, which consisted of [sic] one single article:
to avoid detection. For the rest, we relied on our robust constitutions and
strength of will. 401
David-Neel deliberately chose a zigzag route in order to avoid detection, and as a journalist,
she used the opportunity to describe unmarked routes and little-known peoples for her readers:
Now, we must zigzag, retrace the steps, the course will triple and quadruple.
I have gained the documents for a book which have no connection with
Orientalist or philosophical studies but will be, no doubt, of more interest to
David-Neel Museum in Digne.
399
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the general public. And, now that the demon of journalism was a little out of
my usual field of investigations, it whispered to me that it would be very
interesting to see what the Russians do in Mongolia and what they do in
Siberia. But what? 402
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There were both disadvantages and advantages to traveling in disguise. The greatest
disadvantage was that David-Neel’s fear of detection haunted her day and night, and they
had to alter their course accordingly. In My Journey to Lhasa (1993), she described her fear:
“We reverted to our nocturnal tramps. We had become again the scared game dreaming of the
hunter.” 403 David-Neel regretted that she was unable to carry scientific equipment because
such items would have given them away as foreigners. They were detained in Jyekundo after
the authorities discovered photographic equipment in Yongden’s bag. 404 Although the pair
almost starved several times, David-Neel refused to part with the necklace of gold that she
wore underneath her Tibetan tunic because it was a gift from the Prince of Sikkim. 405
There were some advantages to their indirect method of travel. Specific routes and
schedules did not hinder the travelers, so they were able to explore unmapped regions at their
leisure. David-Neel stated that in a country as little known as Tibet, it was “better to avoid
following tracks that have already been trod whenever possible.” 406 As a result of their
circuitous route, David-Neel discovered the source of the Po River, the upper course that was
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unknown to geographers at the time. She persuaded the authorities to make corrections on
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previously published maps after she arrived in Europe. 407 David-Neel also took photographs of
the little-known nomads of the Kham and became acquainted with the practitioners of the Bön
beliefs. 408
David-Neel stated that her “self-assigned task” was “hunting after books and old
manuscripts and seeking meetings with the literati of the country.” 409 She described the
Tibetan people and culture so well in My Journey to Lhasa (1993) that she earned the praise
of Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, when he visited Samten Dzong in 1982 and
1986. 410 He stated the following in the foreword to her book:
Its great merit is that it conveys the authentic flavor of Tibet as she found it,
described with affectionate humor. Perhaps scholars and historians today
would challenge many of the author’s opinions, but this does not affect
her work’s intrinsic worth. 411
As David-Neel told about specific people, families, and incidents in their lives, she
made an unfamiliar culture seem familiar through her use of language and imagery. She wrote
long, detailed passages about the winter scenery of the Tibetan landscape and added, “It was
one of those overpowering spectacles that make believers bend their knees, as before the veil
that hides the Supreme Face.” 412 Yongden explained to the villagers that his mother was “with
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the gods” when David-Neel experienced such peak moments. 413 In one of the most memorable
passages in My Journey to Lhasa (1993), David-Neel described the night that she and Yongden
barely survived after they became lost while searching for the pass in a blinding snowstorm. 414
European travelers generally preferred to map out their journeys and keep accurate
records of time and place in a linear, sequential manner, but Tibetans were not bound by the
specifics of time and place. The difference in cultural values was shaped by the geography
and landscape of Tibet, the lack of technology, and the belief system that the travelers had
assimilated. David-Neel’s experiences were rooted in both Western European and Tibetan
contexts. She explained that even though she carried a small compass and a Chinese calendar,
some difficulties that she faced impeded the accuracy of her writing. For example, she told how
it was easy for travelers to lose their sense of time and distance in Tibet. Travelers became
confused and disoriented as they crossed vast open spaces where there were no trees, houses,
animals, or other human beings. The plains were covered with snow, rocks, and rugged slopes.
The weather often changed suddenly, causing further disorientation. Raging winds, heavy rain
and snow, and dense clouds and fog alternated with stillness, luminous light, and ethereal
colors. The deceptive distances led to the illusion of existing in endless space. Time also
seemed to dissolve in the monotony. It was difficult for men on long marches to keep track
of the passing days. The Tibetans offered little help. They frequently gave travelers incorrect
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directions and the wrong names of places. 415 Even their calendar was inconsistent because the
numbers determined which days were so-called lucky or unlucky, and unlucky days were often
dropped from the calendar.
The Return Home
David-Neel admitted that she was sad to leave her wandering days, days that she
considered to be among the happiest of her life. 416 Even though she was offered permanent
residency in Asia, 417 she always knew that she would return to Europe. She described her
thoughts and feelings about the inevitability of her return in Magic and Mystery in Tibet
(1971):
I never let myself be taken in by the illusion that my anchorite’s home might
become my final harbor. Too many causes opposed any desire of staying there
and of laying down, once and for all, the burden of foolish ideas, routine cares
and duties to which, like other Westerners, I still fancied myself to be bound.
I knew that the personality of a gomchenma, which I had taken on, could only
be an episode in my life as a traveller, or at ... best, a preparation for future
liberation.
Sadly, almost with terror, I often looked at the threadlike path that I saw lower
down winding in the valleys and disappearing between the mountains. The day
would come when it would lead me back to the sorrowful world that existed
beyond the distant hill ranges, and so thinking, an indescribable suffering lay
hold of me. 418
415
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changed into European clothes and repeated the same dread regarding her return to Europe in
a letter to her husband: “My re-entry into the world called civilized does not cause me any joy,
on the contrary. I feel so different from all these people, so foreign among them that, for a bit,
I cried when dining with them.” 419
Much of David-Neel’s success depended upon her husband saving her letters and even
the envelopes as she instructed him: “P.S. Keep the envelopes of this letter and of the previous
marked Tibet on the stamp.” 420 He completed this task faithfully and provided documentation
that verified the success of her journey. What David-Neel did not know is that her husband was
so alarmed by the letter that pledged him to secrecy about her so-called long walk that he
contacted the French Foreign Ministry, and they alerted their ambassador in London. This led
to another form of documentation that verified her journey: reports in the Political and Secret
Annual Files (1917-1925) of the India Office of the British Government. Records showed the
attempts of the authorities to trace David-Neel’s footsteps when she tried to reenter Tibet and
how they lost her when she was in disguise. 421 David-Neel did not realize that Tsarong Shappe,
commander-in-chief of the Tibetan army, had discovered her true identity before she reached
Lhasa. One of his servants described her as “a strange nun who actually had a towel” because
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since most Tibetans did not bathe. 422
Personal Transformation
Travel narratives sometimes reveal a transformation that has occurred within the
traveler as a result of the journey. David-Neel described her perspective transformations in
several different areas: physical, intellectual, spiritual, and emotional. First, she experienced
significant changes in her physical health as a result of exercising freely in the open air. She
freed herself from the binding stays and laces of the Victorian corset in order to ride her mule
more comfortably and delighted in the improvement in her appearance and mood. During the
course of her many journeys, David-Neel found that she was often able to keep the pain of
neurasthenia at bay when she exercised regularly outdoors. 423 Second, David-Neel was
humbled by the immense monastic libraries to which she was given access and by the high
level of philosophical conversation that she had with learned monks and high-ranking lamas.
Formerly an intellectual elitist, she realized that she had much left to learn from the highly
civilized Tibetan culture. She also learned that geography and cultural context are relevant to
the development of spiritual beliefs and practices in various countries. 424 Third, David-Neel
made spiritual progress that was evident to her guru and to the high-ranking lamas through their
conversations with her and tests they gave. Because she had a thorough understanding of the
422
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Buddhist precepts and practices, she was encouraged by the Gomchen of Lachen to spread the
sacred teachings to the Western world through her writings. 425
Finally, David-Neel underwent an emotional transformation once she released her
allegiance to European stereotypes of conventional behavior and allowed new cultural
perspectives to emerge in her consciousness. Her past life replayed before her eyes when she
was in the hermitage. 426 She questioned the social standards that she had internalized as a
youth and took ownership of her current life. David-Neel presented herself as a French
Buddhist when she first went to Asia, but after her initiation, she dressed in the resplendent
attire of a Tibetan lady-lama who gave her blessing to kneeling peasants. 427 Later, in her
disguise as an old mendicant woman, she had to take second place to her lama son who
officiated at the religious ceremonies requested by the peasants while she sat in the corner. 428
During the Second Sino-Japanese War, David-Neel suffered the cruelest blow of all when she
was demoted from the status of a European lecturer in the Far East to that of a refugee who
begged for asylum. 429 She regretted many losses: her prized possessions, her husband, her
adopted son, and her old friends. The loss of her mobility and independence as she aged was
particularly difficult for her to endure. As the years went on, David-Neel became more
impatient, critical, and complaining. She admitted to Mme Peyronnet that she had a “difficult
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character.” 430 Proud and lonely for intellectual companionship, David-Neel especially missed
Yongden, the companion of forty years who shared her adventures and Buddhist philosophy.
She reflected upon the words that Swami Bashkarananda whispered at her initiation:
“Impermanence is the universal law.”

431

David-Neel’s Competency As a Travel Writer
David-Neel assessed her competency as a travel writer, as did her peers. David-Neel’s
perception of herself as a travel writer was revealed in her diary, journal, correspondence with
her husband, and anecdotes in her books. For example, David-Neel boasted that she “knew
Tibet better than all the European travelers,” 432 but she also shared the general criticism of
others about the “lack of academic rigor” that referred to weaknesses in her writing technique.
David-Neel was aware of the criticism about the inconsistencies in her spelling, lack of
chronology, and omission of references. She explained that she was writing from memory and
decided to group her subject matter according to themes. At times, she made associations about
whatever occurred to her. 433 David-Neel frequently provided the reader with background
material in the form of footnotes or lengthy passages about a topic. For example, she reiterated
the history of European exploration in Tibet, the succession of Dalai Lamas, and the
relationship between the Bön beliefs and those of the early Buddhists in Tibet. She also
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discussed the variations in orthography between different countries, such as Tibet and China.434
In short, she wrote in a more academic vein than other women so-called travelers who
recorded their observations in letters to their friends and family at the turn of the twentieth
century, and yet, her reports did not match those of male so-called explorers.” 435
Luree Miller pointed out that the authority of David-Neel’s popular writing depended
upon her scholarly status. However, to attain that would cost time and money, and David-Neel
wanted to become “a financial as well as a critical success” quickly. 436 Ruth Middleton stated,
“There were those in academic circles who were even cruel enough to chide her for
depreciating her knowledge to please the public.” 437
After David-Neel returned to Europe in 1925, Professor Sylvain Lévi took the lead in
promoting his former student’s career as an Orientalist writer and lecturer. He encouraged
David-Neel to “concentrate on a philological study of Tibetan literature to consolidate her
position as a scholar,” but she claimed that she could not afford it. Even though she was not
a graduate, the professors invited David-Neel to lecture at the institutes of higher education
(the Collège de France and the Sorbonne) where she had studied. She remained loyal to her
beliefs about teaching and presented her material as a living history with artifacts and personal
stories rather than the customary dry rendition of facts and dates. 438
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McColley observed that a comprehensive critical comparison of David-Neel’s narrative
and epistolary styles revealed, “Her epistolary voice is markedly different from her narrative
voice.” 439 David-Neel presented the persona of a strong, brave, intelligent, resourceful woman
who was equal to any task when writing for the general public. 440 Only in letters to her
husband did she reveal her more vulnerable side. For example, she admitted that for a woman
of her age, the journey was “pure folly” and that even if she were offered a million francs to
undertake the adventure under the same circumstances, she would refuse. 441
Despite the criticism, David-Neel’s articles and books as a travel writer were extremely
popular with the general public. The members of the Société de Géographie de Paris awarded
David-Neel with the Jean-Baptiste Morot prize in 1928 and the Duchesne-Fournier prize in
1929 for her book, Voyage d’une Parisienne à Lhassa (1927). She was also awarded the
Dupleix Medal in 1934. Ella Maillart informed Désiré-Marchand that David-Neel was among
the founders of the celebrated Club français des explorateurs. When the French government
issued a series of postage stamps to celebrate great French adventurers in 2000, David-Neel
was the only female among the six heroes. 442 However, like many women before her, she was
identified as an adventuress and not as an explorer.
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Besides concerns about money, other factors, such as reader interest and the timeliness
of publication, influenced the production of David-Neel’s writings. First, the subject matter had
to be interesting to the reading public at the time of publication. There was a rising interest in
Eastern spirituality, mysticism, and Transcendentalism at the turn of the twentieth century.
Advances in travel made it possible for more people to travel to other countries for pleasure.
Themes about the exotic, mysterious, or magical were very popular and sold easily to Western
readers. Although the European way of life was generally considered better than life in other
countries, the photographs and artifacts from Asian countries fostered discussion about cultural
differences and brought opportunities for comparison and reflection. 443
Second, the publication had to be timely. David-Neel was aware of the fickleness of the
reading public. She wanted to have her articles and books published as soon as she returned to
Europe while the interest in her journey was high. 444 However, there were obstacles, such as
the scarcity of documentation and uncertainty about dates. David-Neel was afraid of being
detected as a foreigner while she was in Tibet, so she concealed four small notebooks in her
boots. Désiré-Marchand asserted that these notebooks may be considered the first manuscript
of the journey to Lhasa since their account covers all of the essentials. Only the beginning and
ending were missing. David-Neel began writing about her journey as soon as she arrived at
Gyantse. She admitted that she did not remember all of the details of particular meetings or the
443
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locations of specific caves. There were detours; difficulties traveling at night; and times spent
in hiding, crossing unknown villages, and wandering unmarked trails. 445 The articles that
appeared in serial form in the American monthly, Asia (1926), were written in English with a
freshness and immediacy that were lacking in her most popular book, My Journey to Lhasa,
when it was first published in 1927. Mills stated that because the information was remembered
after the journey, “this information is structured according to the formal/conceptual rules of
colonial discourse.” 446
Charles Fernyhough described such memories as “altered, not literal reconstructions
of the past.” According to Fernyhough, memories are not literal representations of the past.
They are shaped by who we are now: by what we feel, what we believe, what our biases are.
Memories are mental constructions, created in the present moment, according to the demands
of the present. 447 David-Neel recalled specific incidents with variations as she aged, and there
was an inconsistency between the details in certain anecdotes that shared a common theme.
Nevertheless, she shaped the Tibetan people and culture in the imaginations of Western people
through her stories.
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Language is a man-made construct that most human beings use to define themselves
in relation to other individuals, ethnic or social groups, countries or nations, and nonhumans,
such as insects, animals, or deities. Based on the notion of the duality between self and others,
it is the conventional way that people communicate in order to satisfy their basic wants and
needs and, often, to assert their dominance over others. 448
When used as a noun, “discourse” refers to a formal discussion of a topic in speech
or writing. As a verb, it means to engage in conversation.449 This chapter is based on the
intersections of several discourses: travel, colonialism, power, and gender. It is a back-andforth conversation in writing about the influences on a female traveler from Western Europe
in Asia before and after the turn of the twentieth century: Alexandra David-Neel. These
discourses demonstrate that one discourse by itself does not explain the variety of behaviors
outlined in David-Neel’s books. Instead of tracing one discourse in a linear progression, it is
more appropriate to examine the intersections, connections, and disconnections of several
discourses. Scholars now specialize in reading the “surface text” (i.e. how the language is used
in a text) to uncover the power relationships between dominant and subordinate groups and to
reveal the inequalities in their social transactions.
In David-Neel’s writing, there are power relationships at play between genders,
ethnic groups, social classes, political parties, religious sects, cultures, and countries that
influenced the way she wrote her books and the way her audience of readers received them.
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The reading public may be unaware of these influences if they have uncritically internalized
certain assumptions and standards of their culture through the social institutions of the family,
education, religion, and work in which they were raised. David-Neel was different. From an
early age, she was encouraged to doubt what appeared to be true, to question authority, to
investigate facts, to experiment with alternative ways of living, and to verify so-called truth
as what was good for herself and others. David-Neel’s writing should be examined within the
context of the combined discourses of travel, colonialism, power, and gender that existed at the
turn of the twentieth century in Western Europe.
In order to discuss David-Neel’s main contributions as a travel writer, I examined the
components of the travel narrative and how travel narratives laid the foundation for the Western
perception of foreign lands and cultures. David-Neel not only stimulated interest in and
curiosity about Tibet, but she also presented a counter-hegemonic voice to the notion that
Tibetans were backward, ignorant, and in need of European protection.
Although diplomats, missionaries, journalists, naturalists, scientists, merchants, traders,
pundits, and spies provided information about the Tibetan region so that it was no longer a
so-called blank space on the map at the beginning of the twentieth century, the travel narrative
had the greatest impact on the public’s perception of Tibet as a land of mystery. David-Neel’s
writing was influential because her works reached a very large audience in the West. She made
unfamiliar events seem familiar through stories that captured the imagination and stimulated
the curiosity of her readers. These stories were especially important because David-Neel based
the descriptions about life in Tibet upon her own experiences of life within that culture.
Travel narratives reveal both the state of the world and the author’s place in it

at a particular time in history. As such, they can be read as historical artifacts as well as
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autobiographical accounts of journeys. Because David-Neel wrote from memory and used
figurative language to explain the unfamiliar, there is an element of poetic construction in her
writings that cannot be verified. This has permitted others to accuse her of exaggeration.
In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the British characterized Tibetans as
ignorant and inferior in comparison to the European community. Mills stated that David-Neel
represented a counter-hegemonic voice to the characterization of Tibetans as an Other when
she exposed the political and cultural interactions in which the British attempted to justify their
desire for expansion into Tibet. 450 Through her writing, David-Neel also gave the reader a
glimpse into how the Tibetans presented themselves to the British for colonialistic appraisal.
She presented an inclusive perspective to the Western audience that reflected her belief that
national identities and cultures are subject to negotiation and change.
In the next chapter, I discuss the importance of culture, David-Neel’s interpretation of
culture as evidenced in her writings, and her contribution to our understanding of Buddhism as
practiced within the Asian culture at that time.
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CHAPTER 3
DAVID-NEEL’S PERCEPTION OF TIBETAN CULTURE
Introduction and Purpose of the Chapter
His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama credited Alexandra David-Neel with
“preserving” the Tibetan culture as it was before the Chinese invasion. 451 According to
Buddhist beliefs, everything is in a constant state of flux. 452 Is it possible to “preserve”
an idea, such as a “culture,” that is continually changing? How did she do it? What was her
understanding of culture, and how did her thinking about the European and Asian cultures
change over the course of the years in which she traveled? How has she influenced our
understanding of cultural differences in general and of Tibetan culture in particular? This
chapter explores these questions and the significance of David-Neel’s influence on popular
education today.
The Importance of Culture
Culture provides a set of guidelines by which to interpret experience and direct one’s
actions. James Vander Zanden stated that culture refers to the learned patterns for thinking,
feeling, and acting that characterize a society or a specific population. These patterns, along
451
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religion, and the workplace during one’s formative years. They generally govern an
individual’s conscious and unconscious behavior through the formation of meaning schemes
and the construction of a personal worldview. From these come the development of habits,
expectations, and judgments about the behavior of others. The transmission of culture through
the symbols of language and works of art results in sets of norms and values that are usually
internalized without question by individuals who live within that particular group or society. 453
Bateson stated that when the perceived contexts of meaning change, the “facts learned
will assume new meanings as well.” 454 This statement reflects a reason for the shift in
perspective that David-Neel experienced as she moved between the European and Asian
cultures at the end of the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries. Her perceived
contexts of meaning changed across continents and across time. This enlarged her worldview,
contributed to her understanding, and facilitated a more flexible way of living.
David-Neel’s Interpretation of Culture
Understanding Alexandra David-Neel’s idea of culture and the importance of cultural
context is essential to understanding her life and works. She stated her philosophy about culture
and the place of the individual within society in her 1898 treatise, Pour la vie. 455 David-Neel
perceived that culture is a “living” idea that is altered according to circumstances, such as a
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change in rules implemented by those in authority and the acceptance or rejection of those rules
by the governed. She maintained that the private court of one’s conscience gives birth to
judicial authority. Because individuals are accustomed to examining their own acts, they allow
other people to demand an account of their conduct in order to be absolved or punished. Many
submit to authority as the right thing to do while others submit out of fear of the consequences
or think they have no other choice. Those who have internalized specific rules in their youth
may think that these rules are immutable, that they are not subject to change and may never
be challenged. David-Neel asserted that a few might decide to rise up against authority for
themselves or on behalf of others. If successful, their efforts might result in a change of
government and the development of a new social contract. 456 In this way, culture evolves as
a wave of reciprocal movements between individuals and social groups within a society.
Society and the Individual
David-Neel declared in Pour la vie (1998) that a human being is not made to live alone
since one’s needs for material goods and mental activity are satisfied through contact with
one’s fellow beings. Solidarity within a group can either be beneficial or harmful. Solidarity
that is beneficial is practiced in favor of and for the happiness of one’s fellow beings, as
harmful solidarity compels a person to sacrifice himself or herself for a word, such as the name
of an ethnic group, a religious affiliation, a political party, or some other group. Because an
association cannot have life outside that of its members, each suffering endured by one of
its members increases the sum of the general suffering. She added the following observation:
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Society is made for man, not man for society. As soon as the society in which
an individual finds himself hinders his freedom and goes against his aspirations,
he must withdraw because it does not meet his needs and is no longer
appropriate for him.” 457
David-Neel asserted that it is the supreme right of the individual to act according to
his or her natural desires and inclinations instead of submitting to an external authority. She
reasoned that all exterior manifestations of authority have their source in a mental authority
that individuals internalize. When one person exercises authority over another in the name of
abstract ideas, the dominant person uses the life of the submissive person for the satisfaction of
his or her own needs, interests, or pleasures. This not only diminishes the life of the submissive
individual but also leads to suffering. In her opinion, obedience is death because each moment
in which a person submits to an external will is a moment subtracted from his or her life. 458
David-Neel’s Cultural Roots
David-Neel originally wrote Pour la vie in 1888 when she was twenty years old. It
was published in 1898 under the pseudonym Alexandra Myrial with the encouragement of the
famous geographer and family friend, Élisée Reclus. Reclus was an anarchist who fled France
in 1894 for the safety of Brussels where he became a professor of geography at the New
University of Brussels. 459 In the preface, Reclus described his protégé and her work: “This is a
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proud book, written by a woman prouder still.” 460 The ideas in Pour la vie were not new. They
originated partly from Mo-Tsé and Yang Tchou, two fourth-century Chinese philosophers
who challenged the accepted bases of the social order of their time, and Max Stirner, a midnineteenth-century German philosopher who glorified the self. 461 Désiré-Marchand observed
that it was not the originality of the ideas that was impressive but the gender of the author.
David-Neel wrote at a time when women were battling for rights, such as the right to vote. The
twenty-year-old was expressing the ideas that she held for herself in a philosophical statement.
Despite this, the text was included in a collection of anarchist writings published in Brussels in
1898. 462 However, even before Pour la vie (1998) became popular among anarchists in other
countries, the French and Belgian authorities were aware of Alexandra David (also known as
Alexandra Myrial). She had done nothing illegal, but they recorded her activities and
connections in Paris and Brussels in a dossier that they gave to the British nearly twenty years
later. 463
David-Neel absorbed the values of Western Europe during her childhood through the
institutions of family, education, and religion before she lived for extended periods in Asia. In
order to understand the Asian culture and, in particular, the Tibetan culture, she confronted her
own ethnocentric assumptions about what was considered normal and proper for thinking,
(New York: Harper and Row, 1987), 55-56: Reclus later helped David-Neel secure a short-term position teaching
comparative religion at the same university.
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within the framework of their values, beliefs, and motives, she found that the so-called facts
about Asia and its people that she had learned in books differed from her actual experience.
She wrote many articles and books about the similarities and differences she found in the
everyday lives of the residents of China, India, Japan, and Korea.
An Early Ethnographer
Alexandra David-Neel has influenced our understanding of cultural differences and
Tibetan culture through her spoken and written words. First, she is one of the earliest Western
ethnographers to investigate an Asian culture by becoming immersed in the everyday life of
its people. She described her firsthand experiences as a practicing Buddhist and mendicant
pilgrim and educated the general public through lectures, articles, and books that have been
translated into many languages on several continents. 464
Second, she collaborated with her adopted son, Lama Yongden, to present the basic
precepts of Buddhism as well as some unusual tales in the form of novels. Third, even though
David-Neel was not educated as a geographer, she discovered the source of the Po River,
described unmapped areas of Tibet, and corrected some geographic errors that existed at the
beginning of the twentieth century. 465 Finally, she collected and shipped specimens of flora,
unusual artifacts, and rare photographs of unknown Tibetan ethnic groups to museums in
Europe. 466

464

Fondation Alexandra David-Néel. Official web site: htttp://www.alexandra-david-neel.com.
A bibliography of books and articles are listed in part 3.
465

Désiré-Marchand, 384 and 568.

Throughout her life, David-Neel was critical of those who taught about the Orient

123

without setting foot in an Asian country. 467 She traveled to India twice at the end of the
nineteenth century for brief periods, then lived in Asia for extended periods from 1911 to 1925
and from 1937 to 1946. 468 In letters to her husband, David-Neel explained that she wanted to
make a name for herself as an Orientalist and earn money by writing and lecturing about
comparative religion using material based upon her personal experiences. 469
Purpose of Research
In 1910, the French Ministry of Education commissioned David-Neel to conduct
Oriental research in India and Burma at a future date. Because David-Neel lamented the loss
of a number of Mahayanist Buddhist scriptures in their Sanskrit originals, she established the
following task for herself:
Thus, hunting after books and old manuscripts and seeking meetings with the
literati of the country became my self-assigned task….The unsuspected is the
daily fare of the traveller in Thibet, and my researches led me face to face with
a world still more amazing than the landscapes I had beheld from the high
passes through which one enters Thibet. I refer to the mystic anchorites,
the dwellers on the frozen summits. 470
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David-Neel had access to the monastic libraries in Shigatze and Kum Bum where she
translated sacred texts and spoke with high-ranking lamas. 471 Toward the end of her journey,
she also “secured a good number of ancient and beautiful manuscripts” from a Tibetan lama. 472
Moreover, she wanted to extend her research beyond the original goal of searching for
Buddhist books and manuscripts:
In all my travels, including this last journey, I have been uncommonly
successful in my search for documents pertaining to the field of my own
studies, and I should have been glad to do something that would prove of
interest to others in different fields of knowledge. 473
She explained that this was difficult because the prohibition of her reentry into Tibet
and the constant surveillance by the Lhasa officials forced her to travel empty-handed. 474
Despite all the obstacles, David-Neel made significant contributions to our Western
understanding of Tibetan culture and knowledge of the unexplored terrain.
Preparation for Research
David-Neel prepared extensively for her research in Asia. While living in London and
Paris as a young woman, she studied Sanskrit, the spread of Buddhism, and the development
of all of its precepts. In 1910, she wrote Le Modernisme bouddhiste et le Bouddhisme du
Bouddha, a book comparing the beliefs of different Buddhist sects in several Asian countries.
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comparative religion on a circuit throughout the capital cities and established a network of
high-ranking scholars, missionaries, and diplomats who helped her attain her goals. 476 When
the Thirteenth Dalai Lama questioned David-Neel about her guru during their interview, she
explained that she was self-taught because she did not know of any other practicing Buddhists
living in France at that time. He advised her to learn the Tibetan language, and she took his
advice. At their second meeting, he presented her with written responses to her questions about
the precepts of Buddhism. 477 David-Neel learned several Tibetan dialects because she believed
that learning the language of the target country is essential to understanding its culture. In
addition to speaking, she informed her husband about her progress in reading and writing in a
letter written to him in Tibetan. 478
The “Rational” Buddhist
David-Neel attempted to verify the experiences she described in her writing by using
a scientific model based upon the observation of direct experience, discussion with
knowledgeable people, and the replication of events. Although she did not deny intuition,
she described herself as a so-called rational Buddhist because she refused to accept anything on
faith alone. She believed that everything must be proven through scientific investigation, even
475
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David-Neel began a lifelong search for meaning in world religions during her youth.
She was drawn to Buddhism because it advocates a specific way of living: a step-by-step
process that can be followed by anyone who chooses. The simple invitation of “Come, see,
and try Buddhism for yourself” appealed to her pragmatic nature. 480 David-Neel became an
initiated Buddhist who performed and participated in the religious rites and rituals that she
witnessed. She was probably the first European woman to receive the transmission of power
from master to disciple. She is definitely the first to communicate the teachings of Tantric
Buddhism to the general public. 481
David-Neel was consistent in her belief that personal experience should be the
basis of one’s judgment. This extended to her evaluation of the Tibetan culture. She was not a
so-called objective witness who remained outside the situation when she traveled to Lhasa with
her adopted son, Yongden. David-Neel wore the robes of a high-ranking lamina and traveled
with a retinue of servants and fine beasts when she first entered Tibet. After her expulsion, she
disguised herself in the clothing of a dokpa (i.e. a simple woman of the plains) and immersed
herself in the everyday life of the Tibetan villagers by participating in the daily chores and
activities of the families with whom she stayed. David-Neel no longer enjoyed her former
privileges of quiet and privacy. In a reversal of their roles, she became subordinate to Yongden,
who was revered as a true lama because he had been ordained as a member of the Red Hat sect
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at the monastery in Kum Bum in 1920. 482 This added a new dimension to her understanding of
culture. David-Neel described how her circumstances changed in My Journey to Lhasa (1993):
On the contrary, I could not now expect much attention, but only, at the best,
the condescending kindness of these coarse and common folk who would
include me in Yongden’s train, his dress as a member of the religious order
commanding a certain respect.
I was to experience various things which until then I had only observed from
afar. I should be sitting on the rough floor of the kitchen, which was dirty with
the grease of the soup, the butter of the tea, and the spit of the inmates. Wellmeaning women would offer me a scrap of a piece of meat which they had cut
on the lap of their dress which had been used, maybe for years, as a
handkerchief and a kitchen towel. I should have to eat in the way of the poor,
dipping my unwashed fingers in the soup and in the tea, to knead the tsampa,
and to do any number of things which disgusted me. 483
David-Neel’s attitude toward the unsanitary customs of the Tibetan people gradually changed
from disgust to acceptance as she analyzed and reflected upon her experiences.
Shifts in Cultural Perspectives
David-Neel initially presented herself to Asians as a French Buddhist and not as a
European traveler. She benefited greatly from this identification, especially at the beginning
and end of her journey to Lhasa. In 1912, she became the first European woman to interview
a Dalai Lama. This was allowed because she was known to be a practicing Buddhist. Twelve
years later, in 1924, the police chief in Lhasa did not arrest her because he recalled her
commitment to Buddhism. 484
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The shift in David-Neel’s thinking from an attitude of European superiority 485 to an
understanding of Asian culture 486 was uneven in its progress. She experienced culture shock
during her first trip to Asia when she realized that the actual practice of Buddhism differed
greatly from the idealistic version she had read about in library manuscripts. For example, the
sight of a statue of the Buddha in Ceylon made her ill because it was not as she expected. It
was painted bright yellow and surrounded by simple offerings from the faithful. 487 Naturally
fastidious, David-Neel felt so repulsed by the constant filth, bad odors, and excrement in Tibet
that she carried a portable bathtub with her until she had to abandon it during the final leg of
her journey to Lhasa. 488 She wrote, “In a country where everything is done in public, down
to the most intimate personal acts, I was forced to affect peculiar local customs which
embarrassed me terribly.” 489
She became angry and disappointed with the behavior of monks who were drunk during
the memorial honoring the deceased Prince of Sikkim. When the Gomchen of Lachen called
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her memsahib and rebuked her for judging the Asians by European standards, David-Neel
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realized that she was an outsider who had to change her thinking. 490
The Gomchen helped his novice understand the Tibetan culture by telling her stories
about the Tibetan people. In conversations about everyday events, he made the people he
described come alive in her imagination. He explained that the unpredictable weather on the
roof of the world and isolation from outsiders during the winter months were significant factors
in the rugged life of the residents. The Gomchen added that because of their harsh lives, most
Tibetans needed a little fun and relaxation. 491 Although she understood his reasoning, it was
nonetheless difficult for David-Neel to become less judgmental and more tolerant in her
approach to life in this different culture. However, she began to critically reexamine her own
habits and attitudes as well as the assumptions upon which they were based in light of this
change in context and concluded,
but virtue does not always lie where rigid moral codes would have us believe.
It depends on circumstances, and I think that, in these matters, charity must
be the criterion. To be kind to others, to cause no pain, is the best rule of
conduct. 492
David-Neel was Eurocentric in her views about personal rights and communal property.
She placed the individual at the center of society while most Asians favored a communal
approach. Sometimes she went out of her way to help other leaders to not lose face with their
coolies, and occasionally she used this concept to justify the ill treatment of those who served
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her. 493 Three events illustrate the cultural misunderstandings about private versus communal
property that resulted in conflict between David-Neel and the villagers. In the first, she offered
to provide a banquet for the women of the village because, according to custom, they had been
excluded from the men’s feast. However, the women would not accept a small feast unless
the men had a similar one provided for them. David-Neel concluded that the men enjoyed
advantages that were not granted to women but not the reverse.
In the second incident, David-Neel ordered provisions for the winter and found that just
one supplier could not fill the order, as she had assumed. The same order had to be filled by
each family in the village so that no individual member of the community would be favored.
As a result, she was swamped with more goods than she could store. 494
The third incident involved David-Neel’s naïveté about the political situation between
Tibet and China. In her books, she blamed the British for closing the Tibetan border to
foreigners. The reality was that the Tibetans wanted to close the borders in order to maintain
the integrity of their country, and they asked the British for help in monitoring their southern
border. David-Neel claimed to despise politics, 495 but to deny the politics of the situation does
not mean that it does not exist. She was in Tibet at the height of the so-called Great Game when
countries such as Britain, China, France, and Russia wanted to expand their trade routes and
possibly their territorial claims into Tibet. David-Neel resented the fact that she was forbidden
to cross the Tibetan border by the British authorities and insisted that the British did not have
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the right to keep her out of a country that was not even theirs. Her rationale was that the earth
belongs to everyone, and each person should have the right to go wherever he or she pleases:
“Stop here! Go no farther!” Such were the commands of a few Western
politicians to explorers, savants, missionaries, scholars, to all, in fact, except
their agents, who travelled freely, wherever they were sent, in this so-called
“Forbidden Land.” What right had they to erect barriers around a country
which was not even lawfully theirs? Many travellers had been stopped on
their way to Lhasa and had accepted failure. I would not. 496
David-Neel was genuinely shocked when the villagers were held responsible for her
actions and fined for not informing the authorities about her plans to cross the border from
Sikkim to Tibet in order to visit the Panchen Lama in Shigatze.
As a result of my visit to Shigatze, the inhabitants of a village, situated about
twelve miles down the hill from the hermitage where I lived, had to pay
immediately a fine amounting to two hundred rupees for having failed to inform
the British authorities of my departure. The Resident who sentenced [sic] them
did not take the trouble to consider that these men had no knowledge whatever
of my move, since I started from a monastery situated in Thibetan territory,
three or four days march away from their village. 497
David-Neel tried to make amends and pay the fines, but the villagers were so incensed
that they burned down her hermitage in retaliation. She was expelled from Sikkim and Tibet
in disgrace. 498 This humiliation motivated her to get even with the British authorities by
developing a plan to outwit them and enter the forbidden city of Lhasa undetected.

496

David-Neel, Correspondance, 422-24; My Journey, 9.

497

David-Neel, Tibetan Journey, 37: In Tibet, everything was settled by the imposition of fines.

498

David-Neel, introduction to My Journey, xxxiv and xxxix; Correspondance, 422-24 (Letter dated
De-Chen Ashram. Je n’ai pas idée de la date. Août 1916).

The latter revenged themselves, according to their primitive mentality of
savages, in partly looting my cottage. I complained in vain. No justice was
accorded me, and I was given fourteen days to leave the country.
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These uncivilized proceedings made me wish to retaliate but in a witty way,
befitting the spirit of the great city in which I had the privilege of being born. 499
David-Neel did not know that her incursion into Tibet and her forging of a relationship
with the Panchen Lama and his mother had caused Sir Charles Bell considerable apprehension
because he was not sure of her motives. She might have been a spy or a representative of a
foreign government who wanted to gain a foothold in Tibet. The British Office maintained a
secret dossier on David-Neel from 1917 to 1925. In its attempt to keep her under surveillance,
it was not always successful because she was “missing” for a long period of time. 500
David-Neel deliberately traveled in a circuitous route in order to avoid a second expulsion from
Tibet.
Values and Cultural Context
From firsthand experience, interviews with natives, and conversations with her guru
and adopted son, David-Neel came to realize that Tibetan values are just as valid as European
values within their cultural context. The clothing that she wore contributed to the shift in her
thinking. First, she loosened her undergarments in order to ride a mule and to climb rocks.
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It was customary for women to wear restrictive clothing in Western Europe at the turn of the
twentieth century, so when David-Neel removed her corset and exchanged her long skirt for
comfortable trousers, it was like shedding a mandate of European society. Second, she was
very proud to wear the robe of a female lama because it identified her as a member of a specific
sect within the Buddhist community who was entitled to certain rights and privileges. 501 Third,
when David-Neel donned the disguise of an old mendicant pilgrim from the plains, she entered
into the character so completely that a lama appeared and told her that she had taken on a
mentality that was beneath her. At the end of her journey, David-Neel relished being hit by a
policeman in Lhasa because it confirmed that her disguise as a “true dokpa” was effective. 502
This disguise was important because she believed that it allowed her to “live near the very soul
and heart of the masses in that unknown land, near those of its womenfolk whom no outsider
had ever approached.” 503
Difficulties in Shifting Cultural Perspectives
The shift in David-Neel’s thinking from a European to an Asian perspective was neither
smooth nor easy. She was preoccupied with European concerns. Having enough money to pay
her bills was paramount. Although David-Neel lived very frugally, she had to provide food and
shelter for herself and her retinue as well as clothing for herself and Yongden. There were
additional expenses, such as paying tolls for bridges and assistance for crossing rivers.
501
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David-Neel often borrowed money from Christian missionaries and European diplomats with
whom she was acquainted until money arrived from her husband by post and she could repay
them. 504
Sometimes when David-Neel was immersed in the moment, she forgot the European
culture and lived as a simple Tibetan woman. The weight of social mandates and monetary
concerns was temporarily lifted, and she was completely at one with the people and the
majestic Himalayan Mountains. At these times, she felt connected to the universe in peak
experiences and was supremely happy. Yongden told the villagers that his mother was “with
the gods.” 505 Then other concerns would slowly intrude on her consciousness to break the
euphoria. In addition to money, she worried about being detected as a foreigner, about her
responsibility to her companion, Yongden, and about how her achievement would be received
by the European public. David-Neel never relinquished the need to be admired by men,
especially by high-ranking officials and those in higher education. She wanted to prove herself
superior to them in wit and knowledge. 506
Differences in the Perception of Time and Space
There was a shift in the way David-Neel perceived time, space, and progress in the
European and Asian cultures. At the turn of the twentieth century in Europe, progress was
measured in terms of speed through time. David-Neel described Tibet as a land where time
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stood still, governance was medieval, and society backward. Her initial viewpoint was
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Eurocentric: the Tibetans were like children in need of instruction by their European
superiors. 507 Gradually, she realized the wealth of knowledge hidden in the monastic libraries
and began to appreciate the depth and breadth of the Tibetan philosophy. 508
David-Neel’s procrastination about returning to her husband in Europe is related to
her perception of time and space. She understood that times had changed, but she imagined that
the people and places were the same as when she left Europe in 1911. David-Neel relished her
freedom and dreaded returning to a society that she felt was constraining for women. She wrote
to her husband and offered to return to Europe at the outbreak of World War I. They agreed
that it was not a safe time for her to travel and that she should remain in Asia a little longer.
Even after David-Neel completed her journey to Lhasa, she continued to explore Asia for
several months before returning home. Thus, her original journey of eighteen months stretched
into fourteen years. 509
Reverse Culture Shock
David-Neel’s return to Europe sparked a reverse culture shock. She knew that the war
had ravaged Western Europe, but she was unprepared for the devastation and cultural changes
that had occurred during her absence. After fourteen years of living at a very slow pace in an
immensity of land that was pristine at its higher elevations, she returned to European cities that
507
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were crowded and polluted. There was a new sense of freedom, especially for women, in the
nineteen-twenties. Many women wore short skirts, bobbed their hair, and lived at a frenetic
pace. They had gained the right to study in universities, such as the Sorbonne, and the freedom
to travel to other countries without a male escort. 510
David-Neel’s calendar was packed with social obligations when she returned to Europe.
Although interest in the Orient, spirituality, esoteric teachings, exotic artifacts, the magical,
and the mysterious was at an all-time high in 1925, it could end at any moment. Therefore,
David-Neel wanted to publish her work as soon as possible. She read and wrote for sixteen
hours a day and developed an eye infection that caused a delay of one year in the publication
of her book, My Journey to Lhasa, which was published in 1927. 511 This delay renewed her
anxiety about money. Living in Europe was expensive and luxurious compared to begging for
simple meals of buttered tea and tsampa made of barley in the Tibetan villages. She borrowed
money from her husband until her book was published. 512
David-Neel’s worldwide acclaim was accompanied by many personal sacrifices. She
missed her freedom to roam. Time and space in Europe seemed compressed in contrast to the
almost limitless time and space in Tibet. David-Neel wore Tibetan clothing, pitched a tent on
the grounds of the Musée Guimet, and gave lectures with Lama Yongden at her side. 513 She
wrote to her husband that she felt homesick for Tibet, the country that she had left: “I am a
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savage, my dearest...I love only my tent, my horses, and the wild.” 514 She wondered where she
could live comfortably with her adopted son. David-Neel resolved her inner conflict between
East and West by settling in Digne, a small city in southwestern France. In 1928, she purchased
a house that she named Samten Dzong, her “fortress of meditation.” There, in full view of the
mountains and away from the pressures of European society, David-Neel lived as a lamina
and author with her adopted son in a home filled with Tibetan artifacts. 515
Literary Works about Tibetan Culture
In their book, The Superhuman Life of Gesar of Ling (1981), David-Neel and Lama
Yongden observed that most residents of Tibet (including a large percentage of monks) were
illiterate at the turn of the twentieth century. Because of the predominance of religious beliefs
within this country, only sacred writings and manuscripts were considered worthy of being
read. Those monks who could read generally read scriptures and stories about the lives of
exemplary Buddhists. 516 Basic cultural concepts and Buddhist precepts were presented and
assimilated through oral instruction and stories. One of the most remarkable tales is about King
Gésar of Ling.
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The Tibetan National Epic: Gésar of Ling
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David-Neel and Yongden were detained in Jyekundo during the winter of 1921-1922,
where they met a traveling bard. Over several days, they heard him sing the epic poem about
the Tibetan hero, Gésar of Ling. With Lama Yongden’s assistance, David-Neel wrote down the
bard’s words and began an investigation into Gésar’s life and times. They traveled to the region
of Ling to trace Gésar’s ancestry and concluded that he was of Tibetan descent, not Mongolian
or Chinese as many had previously thought. Their subsequent book titled The Superhuman Life
of Gesar of Ling (1981) was well received for both the quality of the epic’s translation and for
David-Neel’s insights about the birthplace of the Tibetan hero. It is still one of her most
popular books. 517
David-Neel identified four attitudes in the face of suffering: denial, passive resignation,
camouflage, and war. Buddhism adopts the attitude of war against suffering. Its objective is the
training of so-called warriors to attack suffering as “heroic combat.” 518 David-Neel’s
translation of the epic poem, The Superhuman Life of Gesar of Ling (1981), is an example of
the warrior mentality that Buddhism advocated. 519 This concept of aggressive behavior to
conquer a mental activity may seem foreign to Western thought. The Venerable Chogyam
Trungpa’s summary of the underlying principle of “warriorship” in the foreword to the 1981
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gives Westerners some insight into the expectation that Asians have of a savior who will sweep
the White man from Asia, then conquer the savior’s homeland of Tibet. 521
The main debate among scholars today concerns the relationship between Gésar as
an oral epic and as historical truth. There are two questions: whether Gésar was a real person
versus a character created as a combination of historical figures during the eleventh century,
and how the Tibetan version serves as a source for different versions of Gésar found in other
ethnic groups. 522 David-Neel took the position that the Gésar epic originated during the
eleventh century and should be studied as folklore. Xu Guoqiong, a folklorist who conducted
fieldwork among the Tibetan people about the Gésar epic during the late nineteen-fifties and
early nineteen-sixties, concurred with her. 523
In his article, “History and the Tibetan Epic Gésar” (2001), Li Lianrong reviewed
the scholarly discourse about the problems of establishing the epic’s time and place of origin.
He observed that when the field of Tibetan studies was new, Gésar was treated as a work of
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literature, but the focus later changed to treating it as historical fiction. 524 He asserted that the
early Tibetologists should be categorized as borderland specialists because they were often
uncredited scholars and researchers who came from various professions, such as merchants,
teachers, and officials. Most, however, were sociologists, anthropologists, or ethnologists.
Many researchers collaborated. Li Lianrong confirmed that the renowned ethnologist,
Li Anzhai, not only provided assistance to David-Neel and Lama Yongden while they were
investigating Gésar in Sichuan but that he also wrote an article praising their scholarship.
Recent scholars include the different perspectives and methodologies that David-Neel
advocated, such as examining the Gésar epic within the context of Tibetan culture, particularly
as part of Tibetan folk culture. 525
Bettina L. Knapp made the Gésar epic the first chapter of her book, Women, Myth, and
the Feminine Principle (1998). 526 Drawing on David-Neel’s work, she explained that Gésar of
Ling was a warrior king of Tibet whose purpose was to combat religious persecution and
spiritual contamination, to avenge evil, and to annihilate dreaded illnesses. Inherent in the
Gésar epic is the principle of warriorship: the realization of self-dignity through the
establishment of power over oneself. An individual can attain this power through continuous
awareness of one’s thoughts, speech, and actions. Knapp’s primary interest was in Gésar’s
close relationship to the feminine principle and his dependency on the Great Mother for
guidance in achieving this self-mastery. Knapp cited David-Neel’s work to show that Gésar
524
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experienced the feminine principle as the iconization of the Great Mother, a symbol of
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compassion. David-Neel asserted that motifs of Tibet’s indigenous and imported religions
(Bön, Shamanism, Lamaism, and Buddhism) are implicit in every word of the epic. 527
Tibetan Novels
David-Neel gave Lama Yongden the opportunity to respond in writing to what he
believed were erroneous ideas about Tibet that existed in Europe during the first quarter of
the twentieth century. In the author’s note in Mipam: The Lama of the Five Wisdoms (1987),
Yongden explained that his mother encouraged him to write a faithful description of his people
and their ways in the form of a novel. 528 As a result, he is probably one of the first nonEuropeans to challenge Eurocentric thinking in a book published in the West. 529 The pair
collaborated on two more novels: Magie d’amour et magie noire (1977) 530 and The Power of
Nothingness (1982). 531 Magie d’amour was composed while David-Neel and her adopted son
were on the run during the Second Sino-Japanese War. Its theme is that romantic love between
a man and a woman is an illusion and an obstacle to the enlightenment of both. The subplot
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includes descriptions of cruel practices by adherents of the Bön religion that were confirmed
to David-Neel by Tibetan lamas in Wu Tai Shan.

532

In The Power of Nothingness (1982), the authors cleverly presented the nucleus of
Buddhist beliefs in a fast-paced mystery that reflects the values of the Tibetan and Chinese
cultures. The story is about the actual murder of an aged guru that was told to David-Neel by
her translator. These entertaining and informative novels presented a new avenue for the
description of Tibetan culture and Buddhist beliefs.
Additional Books about Tibetan Culture
David-Neel and Yongden collaborated on three additional books that have received
very little recognition: a French-Tibetan grammar, a children’s book, and a cookbook. The pair
wrote a Tibetan grammar at the request of the French government. It was completed in 1940
but never published. 533 The children’s book was published after David-Neel’s death;
Sodétchén l’invisible (1990) is the story of how the Tibetan Prince Sodétchén lost and regained
his kingdom and lived there in freedom and happiness. The tale was taken from David-Neel’s
book, Au pays des brigands gentilshommes (1933), and the proceeds go to Tibetan orphans who
are exiled in Dharamsala. 534 The third book, Vivre au Tibet – Cuisine, Traditions et Images
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(1975), was reissued under the title Gargantua au pays des neiges (1999). 535 These books
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reveal the depth and diversity of David-Neel’s understanding of the Tibetan culture.
Lessons about the Tibetan Culture
David-Neel reminds us that the cultural values that an individual has uncritically
assimilated through the institutions of home, education, religion, and work should be
periodically examined and reevaluated as circumstances change. Her living situation shifted
back and forth several times between the Western European and the Asian cultures. Her
perspective also shifted as she progressed from one stage of life to the next. David-Neel was
a reflective thinker and a conscientious decision-maker. She considered various alternatives to
situations and made changes in her course of action, but she did not relinquish the core belief of
being true to herself. 536
The Arbitrary Nature of Laws and Rules
In her writing, David-Neel proclaimed the arbitrary nature of the so-called rules to
which an individual usually feels bound. Politics change policies. Treaties, national boundaries,
and laws are subject to change by new regimes. The populace generally submits to the authority
ascribed to officials, whether they were elected or not. An individual usually internalizes the
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external authority of government through social institutions. 537 It is important to question who
benefits from the policies. The Tibetan people were often at the mercy of those to whom they
turned for protection: the Mongols, the Chinese, and the British. For example, foreign
governments met at the 1912 Simla Convention to decide the fate of Tibet, a country that was
not theirs. The summit collapsed when representatives of the Chinese government refused to
attend. Nevertheless, decisions about Tibetan boundaries were made without the Chinese—and
without Tibet. 538 The group who met denied the right of an individual to cross the Tibetan
border without prior authorization from a government official. As a result, Sir Charles Bell,
the British Resident Officer, was justified in expelling David-Neel from Sikkim and Tibet for
crossing the border without his permission. Book reviewers subsequently criticized David-Neel
for not understanding the politics of the situation and for being culturally insensitive. 539
Superstitious Habits
David-Neel determined that many daily habits in Tibet were the result of unquestioning
adherence to tradition and superstition, but she believed that everything, even paranormal
events, should be subject to scientific investigation. 540 For example, as an ordained lama,
Yongden was obligated to fulfill the requests of villagers who asked him to perform rituals for
health, fertility, prosperity, and burial. His mother objected to the practice of mo, the telling of
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fortunes, as being superstitious, but she did not complain because “it certainly yields a useful
profit and admirably conceals our identity.” 541
David-Neel considered Yongden to be resourceful, clever, and gifted at his work. He
managed to assuage both the villagers and his mother by incorporating practical advice for
healthful living into his predictions. 542 In this way, he educated the people while fulfilling his
obligations as a Buddhist lama. Yongden also educated his mother about the ways of the
Tibetans. He explained how religious beliefs permeated every aspect of his country and how
the geographical location of Tibet and isolation from outside influences conditioned the
behavior of the people. David-Neel felt more at home with the literati of Tibet than the
villagers, but she wanted to gather observations that foreigners were unable to access:
To the knowledge I had already acquired about the religious people of the
country, I would add another and quite intimate one concerning its humblest
sons and daughters. For this, it was certainly worthwhile overlooking my disgust
and making the even more difficult sacrifice of delightful hours of solitude
in the enchanting jungle. 543
Although she became less judgmental as she began to understand Tibetan reasoning,
David-Neel often described their daily habits in a condescending manner in her books.
She tolerated many situations that she found unacceptable, for fear of being detected as a
foreigner, but it is clear in her writing that she did not approve. For example, Yongden had to
read a great many treatises at the request of the Tibetan peasants who did not understand their
meaning. David-Neel wrote the following observation:
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It is by the reading of such treatises as these, although, be it understood, they
do not comprehend a single word of them - that the country folk of Thibet
expect their cattle to multiply, their sick to be cured, and their commercial
enterprises to succeed. Strange people and strange country! 544
David-Neel described a bowl of soup that was offered to her as a delicacy by a Tibetan family
as foul and evil-smelling. She exclaimed, “What! Am I to handle this filth? I whispered hastily
to my son, ‘Tell them that I am ill.’” 545
Tibetan Women
David-Neel believed herself to be in an exceptional position to observe the Tibetan
people because she lived in disguise as an ordinary pilgrim and shared their everyday lives.
She considered it a penance to do “any number of things which disgusted me” in order to reap
the reward of firsthand observations:
Under cover of my inconspicuous garb of a poor pilgrim, I should gather
a quantity of observations which would never have come within reach of a
foreigner, or even, perhaps, of a Thibetan of the upper classes. I was to live
near the very heart and soul of the masses of that unknown land, near those
of its womenfolk whom no outsider had ever approached. 546
David-Neel discussed several advantages that she felt Tibetan women had over European
women at the beginning of the twentieth century: They enjoyed greater equality with men in
making decisions, running the household, and sharing work. They also had the right to inherit
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property, to travel freely, and to run small businesses. Their clothing was less restrictive, and
they were more comfortable with their bodies than their European counterparts. According to
Buddhist doctrine, women had equal status with men in their ability to overcome suffering
and attain nirvana, a state of bliss. Women were also ordained and could live in a hermitage or
within a community of nuns. David-Neel wrote admiringly about four anchorites who lived in
a forest and how the community of nuns at the Chörten Nyima Gompa survived their harsh life
while they were isolated in the mountains during the winter. 547
There were far fewer Buddhist nuns than lamas in Tibet at the beginning of the
twentieth century. Most families sent at least one son to a monastery to be educated while their
daughters remained at home to take care of the household. Men predominated in both monastic
and laity leadership roles and, compared with this multitude of men, only a few women were
acknowledged as having attained nirvana. In My Journey to Lhasa (1993), David-Neel claimed
that she was the only foreigner to live among the Tibetan women. 548 This gave her a unique
perspective into Tibetan culture which enabled her to emphasize connections between
individuals and their families and between the Tibetan people and their environment.
The Question of Tibet
David-Neel expressed her viewpoint about the relationship between Tibet and China in
her books and letters. In My Journey to Lhasa (1993), she acknowledged Tibet’s independence
and stated her opinion that the Tibetans lost much in parting with China:

547

David-Neel, Correspondance, 233, 330-31, and 420.

548

David-Neel, My Journey, 76.

148
Thibétans have lost much in parting with China. Their sham independence
profits only a clique of court officials. Most of those who rebelled against the
far-off and relaxed Chinese rule regret it nowadays, when taxes, statute labour,
and the arrogant plundering of the national soldierly greatly exceed the
extortions of their former masters. 549
For David-Neel, Tibet’s enemy was not China but Great Britain. She wrote about the stories
in circulation that promoted the misunderstanding that Tibetans were convinced that they had
become a dependency of Great Britain. 550 Twenty years later, David-Neel warned the West to
stop thinking of the Chinese as passive and inert. She described them as possessing “a strong
latent energy, good sense, and ability” and “advised Europe and America to initiate diplomatic,
cultural, and commercial relations with whatever regime emerged from the postwar
turmoil.” 551 However, David-Neel also stated the following about the Chinese and their
relationship to the Tibetans and other ethnic groups: “It is ridiculous for the Chinese to talk
about equality when they oppress the Tibetans and other native peoples.” 552
David-Neel had a long-standing interest in China and its culture. Before her journey
to Lhasa, she wrote two books on the subject of Chinese philosophy: Socialisme Chinois:
Le philosophe Meh-ti et l’idée de solidarité (1907) and Les théories individualistes dans la
philosophie chinoise (1909). 553 These were followed by books that she wrote during her
second voyage to Asia from 1937-1946: Sous des nuées d’orage (1940), À l’ouest barbare de
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la vaste Chine (1947), and Le Vieux Tibet face à la Chine nouvelle (1953). 554 In these three
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books, David-Neel told about her experiences during the Second Sino-Japanese War and
discussed various aspects of the everyday lives of the Tibetan and other ethnic groups living in
China at the time. At the end of the volume, reprinted as annexes in Grand Tibet et vaste Chine
(1999), there are copies of an article and a radio broadcast that David-Neel did about the
relationship between the Chinese and Tibetans: “La question du Tibet” (1920), and “Paroles
prononcées à la radio de Tchengtu, le 1er juin 1938.” 555
Most of David-Neel’s writings about the Chinese-Tibetan relationship were based upon
her personal experience of living in Asia from 1911-1925 and from 1937-1946 and reflected
her opinions prior to the time that the Communists invaded Tibet in 1949. Mme Peyronnet
observed that it was very difficult for the elderly David-Neel to respond to the journalists who
came to interview her about her opinion of the invasion because she loved both countries.
Questioning revealed that David-Neel was in favor of reform and the elevation of thinking
in Tibet but not by force. 556 Two additional books, Quarante siècles d’expansion chinoise
(1964) and En Chine: L’amour universel et l’individualisme intégral: Les Maîtres Mo-Tse et
Yang Tchou (1970), round out her books about Chinese philosophy. 557 These books did not
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attain the popularity of the books about David-Neel’s journey to Lhasa, but they are remarkable
for their scope in describing the cultural changes that swept over Asia and its peoples.
Summary
David-Neel interpreted culture as a living idea that fluctuates according to
circumstances, such as changes in politics or in rules implemented by those in authority.
She thought of culture as a wave of reciprocal movements between individuals and social
groups within a society. As David-Neel became immersed in the Asian culture and experienced
back-and-forth shifts in cultural perspectives, she questioned the views and assumptions about
Western European society that she had assimilated in her youth.
Joan Pau Rubies stated that qualities needed for a good ethnographer are linguistic
competency in the target language, years of intimate interaction with the people of another
culture, and the ability to accept a local system of power beyond the observer’s control. 558
David-Neel demonstrated the first two qualities that Rubies listed but not the third.
She was fluent in several Tibetan dialects. David Macdonald, the British trade agent in
Gyantze who received David-Neel in 1924, testified that she “spoke Tibetan like a native.” 559
Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, considered David-Neel to be “exceptional” and
wrote the following in the foreword to My Journey to Lhasa (1993): “Not only were
independent women travelers like her unusual, but Europeans versed in Sanskrit and Buddhist
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extremely rare.” 560
Second, David-Neel lived close to the Tibetan people for at least ten years. Miller
wrote that David-Neel “firmly believed that living among the people was the only way to
observe and understand their lives.” 561 As David-Neel assumed the identity of a Tibetan
woman and became a guest in their homes, she reflected, “I was to experience various things
which until then I had only observed from afar.” 562 She considered herself a “true dokpa of
the plains” and was proud to be acknowledged as such, even by the policemen in Lhasa. 563
However, David-Neel did not demonstrate the third quality; she never accepted a local
system of power that was beyond her control. This was partly due to the process of learning
about a different culture and partly because of her obstinacy and desire for control. In short,
David-Neel insisted on getting her own way, regardless of the local system of power, regardless
of the consequences, and regardless of the inconvenience to others. For example, she purposely
disregarded the notices sent to her by Sir Charles Bell and took two unauthorized trips into
Tibet. The result of David-Neel’s action set off a vindictive chain of events: The Gomchen
retreated into seclusion, and the villagers, heavily fined and punished for not informing the
British authorities of her transgression, set fire to her ashram in retaliation. All of her servants
deserted her except for Yongden. In spite of this, David-Neel insisted that she had the right to
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travel wherever she wanted and vowed to get even with the British authorities for obstructing
her path and thwarting her desires. She admitted that, unlike most travelers, she never had a
strong desire to visit Lhasa. She stated, “What decided me to go to Lhasa was, above all, the
absurd prohibition which closes Thibet.” 564
Despite the fact that David-Neel’s motive for the journey was self-serving, something
commendable emerged as a consequence. Her observations as an early ethnographer reinforced
the Buddhist belief that everything is impermanent and in a continual state of flux. 565 She
captured a segment of Tibetan life as it was during the first quarter of the twentieth century
through the use of modern technology. She photographed groups of people as well as
individuals who had never been photographed before, such as the nomads of the Kham,
high-ranking officials, and the infant reincarnation of a high lama. 566 In doing this, she paved
the way for other photographers to follow in her footsteps. For example, at the end of the
twentieth century, Tiziana and Gianni Baldizzone retraced David-Neel’s path through the
Kham region of Tibet and photographed the people using color film. They placed their color
photographs next to David-Neel’s black-and-white photographs to create a coffee table book of
intracultural comparisons. 567
Next, David-Neel used the technologies of commercial printing in the publication and
dissemination of her cultural views in articles and books that have been printed and translated
564

David-Neel, introduction to My Journey to Lhasa, xxxiv: David-Neel often used the French spelling
“Thibet” in her writings.
565

David-Neel, Buddhism, 21.

566

David-Neel, Correspondance, 770-71 (Letter dated Calcutta, 21 octobre 1924).

567

Tiziana and Gianni Baldizzone, Tibet: Journey to the Forbidden City, Retracing the Steps of
Alexandra David-Néel (New York: Stewart, Tabori & Chang, 1996).

into many languages on several continents. Although David-Neel is best known for books

153

about her journey to Lhasa, she also wrote books about long-term cultural changes within India
and China that were based upon her personal experiences. 568 Finally, David-Neel used modern
technology to send correspondence to her husband and friends, to communicate with her
publishers and submit her manuscripts, to ship botanical samples, and to transport valuable
artifacts from Asia to Europe. In this way, she “preserved” a slice of Tibetan life as it existed
before the Communist take-over in the nineteen-fifties.
The Fourteenth Dalai Lama stated that the value of David-Neel’s account has increased
because the daily life in Tibet that she captured at the beginning of the twentieth century is
gone forever. 569 Her observations about the routines of everyday life, monastic practices,
religious rituals, and geography have been preserved for posterity through the technology of
photography and print. David-Neel opened the door to Eastern thought. She sparked an interest
in Tibet as a country, in Tibetans as a unique ethnic group, and in the precepts of Buddhism as
a viable way of life through her spoken and written words. As an educator, David-Neel wrote
primarily for the general reader who had little or no knowledge of the above topics. She
stimulated curiosity and imagination, fostered exploration in travel and spirituality, and
encouraged readers to think for themselves. David-Neel continues to inspire men and women to
go outside their habits, routines, and rituals to discover new ways of thinking, feeling, and
living one hundred years after she began her momentous journey to Lhasa. In addition to
writing for the general public, David-Neel joined the academic discourse by writing about the
specific practices and rituals of Tantric Buddhism and its relationship to Bön, the belief system
568
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that predated Buddhism. The topic of the next chapter is to explore how David-Neel influenced
the way that Buddhism is studied.

CHAPTER 4
AT THE THRESHOLD OF BÖN AND BUDDHIST STUDIES
Introduction and Purpose of the Chapter
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss Alexandra David-Neel’s place in the field
of Buddhist studies during the twentieth century and explore how her works were used by
practitioners of Buddhism and by those who wanted to learn about Buddhism and Bön, the
faith that preceded Buddhism. She is known as an explorer, an adventurer, an ethnographer,
an opera singer, an anarchist, a feminist, a journalist, a spiritualist, a scholar, an Orientalist,
a Buddhist, a lecturer, and a travel writer, but little has been written about her as an educator.
David-Neel occupied a position outside of the university’s walls and was a bridge between
academic and popular education through her lectures and written works. She made the Buddhist
doctrine and precepts accessible to beginners and interested many listeners and readers through
her narratives about the Tibetan people. More than twenty of David-Neel’s books were
translated into numerous languages on five continents. She also donated a significant collection
of Tibetan artifacts and texts to several European museums. 570
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Alexandra David-Neel reexamined her traditional Christian European upbringing
and stood at the threshold of Buddhist studies when Eastern traditions were opening up to
the Western world due to modern communication and transport at the turn of the twentieth
century. 571 Like the Buddha, she invited everyone to come, to investigate the causes of human
suffering, and to follow his teachings as a means to end suffering and attain happiness. She was
not dry and dogmatic in her approach. David-Neel aroused the curiosity and interest of the
general public and motivated people to learn more about Bön and Buddhism through her
descriptions of Tibet and the Tibetan culture. First, she invited individuals to evaluate
Buddhism within their own experience by giving them the tools to understand its basic tenets.
She condensed its precepts in words, charts, and comparative studies of Buddhism in India and
Asian countries. Second, she explained the monastic rites and Tantric practices of Buddhism
in detail for those who might want to progress to a deeper level of comprehension. Third, she
described mind-body experiments and paranormal events that are still being replicated today.
Finally, David-Neel supplied information about the pre-Buddhist religion of the Bön sect that
is useful to modern scholars.
WorldCat Identities published an online overview of David-Neel’s books that listed
a total of 443 works in 1,299 publications in 24 languages and 13,203 library holdings. The
publication timeline indicated that David-Neel’s most productive years (from 1925-1969) were
followed by works that were reissued or published posthumously by the Alexandra David-Néel
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and “special.” 572 Victoria Jonathan observed the following about David-Neel’s writings:
“Based on both scholarly and popular lectures, David-Neel’s writings about Tibet occupied a
singular place somewhere between the academic and the vulgar. She claimed for herself a mix
of bookish learning and direct engagement with her object of interest.” 573
In his book, Re-enchantment: Tibetan Buddhism Comes to the West (2004), Jeffery
Paine wrote a short biography of David-Neel and stated, “Her books belong to that rare
category of writings that have effected a change in the world.” 574 Not everyone agreed with his
assessment. In this chapter, I examine why many scholars are divided in their opinion of her
writings and how readers used the books that David-Neel wrote about Buddhism and Tibet
during the fifty years between 1911 and 1961 as the basis for their own studies. The main
problem that I encountered was categorizing the diversity of writing that was inspired by
David-Neel’s works.
Entering the Stream of Buddhist Studies
In his article, “Buddhist Revival in East and West,” Heinz Bechert pointed out that
when Buddhism spread to the West at the beginning of the twentieth century, the trend was
toward the reinterpretation of Buddhism as a system of thought. In this movement, known as
“Buddhist modernism,” the earliest sources of Buddhism were evaluated using nineteenth572
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Buddhism as a system of philosophical thought. Certain aspects, such as miracles, were
classified as modifications that were added to Buddhism during its historical development.
Bechert stated that modernists described Buddhism as a “rational way of thought” and as
“a ‘religion of reason’ as opposed to the religions of blind belief in dogmas.” 575 Donald S.
Lopez, Jr. added the following: “Buddhist modernists included European devotees, such as
Alexandra David-Neel, who may have coined the term. For her, a Buddhist modernist was a
Buddhist reformer.” 576
David-Neel and Buddhist Modernism
When David-Neel converted to Buddhism as a young woman living in Western Europe
at the end of the nineteenth century, there was a religious awakening due, in part, to the
publication of The Light of Asia by Sir Edwin Arnold (1832-1904) in 1879 and the founding of
the Pali Text Society by Dr. Rhys Davids (1843-1922) in 1881. 577 Even though David-Neel did
not receive an academic degree from an accredited European institution of higher education,
she was recognized as knowledgeable in the field of Buddhism by her peers and by Buddhist
scholars in many countries because of the high level of her learning, clarity of her thought, and
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unique travel experiences. She lectured about comparative religion throughout Western Europe,
India, and Asia and demonstrated the ability to communicate with her audiences by drawing
them in with stories about the Hindu and Buddhist practitioners who she had met in her travels.
David-Neel stated the following aspiration early in her career: “There are great men at the
Sorbonne who know all the roots of words and the historical dates, but I wish to live
philosophy on the spot and undergo physical and spiritual training, not just read about
them.” 578 David-Neel stood at the threshold of the field of modern Buddhist and Tibetan
studies. At its beginning in 1886, the field of Buddhist studies was represented by the French
Orientalist and Indologist Sylvain Lévi (1863-1935), President of the Department of Religious
Studies at the École des Hautes Études in Paris. 579 David-Neel studied Sanskrit with him at the
Sorbonne in 1889, and Lévi helped launch her career as an Orientalist after she returned to
Europe from Lhasa in 1925. 580 Lévi wrote about Eastern religion, literature, and history. He
was the president of the Asiatic Society in France and the Association Française des Amis de
l’Orient as well as the organizer of the Paris Institute of Indian Civilization. 581
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David-Neel was present at the formation of organizations, such as the Buddhist Society
in 1907, at which she adopted a position in favor of incorporating Buddhist practices into one’s
everyday life as opposed to solely studying Buddhist doctrine theoretically. According to editor
Terry Shine, Honour Thy Fathers (2009) was a tribute to the late Venerable Kapilavaddho
and to all past Buddhists, like David-Neel, who through their interest and hard work provided
the opportunity for others to benefit from the Buddha’s teaching. Notes from the meetings
of the Buddhist Society from 1907-1914 provide “a roll-call of the pioneers of Western
Buddhism.” 582 David-Neel was one of the founding members of the society who attended the
public meeting on 20 November 1907. She was listed as a contributor to The Buddhist Review
and among those who “demanded an active Buddhist life.” 583 David-Neel entered the stream of
academic discussion about whether Buddhism should be studied as a philosophy and religion or
as a way of life that informs one’s everyday actions. Her position was that Buddhism should be
studied as both a philosophy and a way of life. David-Neel described herself as a rational
Buddhist whose practice was based on fact and experience, not superstition. Buddhist scholars,
such as Professor A. D’Arsonval, acknowledged this in the Introduction to Magic and Mystery
in Tibet (1971). 584
David-Neel introduced the Maha-Bodhi Society at the Congress of Free Thought
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in Brussels in 1910. 585 The West China Border Research Society began sponsoring lectures
and publishing journals in 1922. In its “Proceedings of Societies,” it applauded David-Neel for
her research into Tibetan religions and noted that she had written many articles and several
important books about Lamaism in Tibet. She was listed as a lecturer during 1937-38 on the
topic, “Original Buddhism and Lamaism.” 586
The Development of Tibetan Buddhist Studies
Interest in Buddhism waned in the West during World War II but rebounded after
the war was over. Academic studies of the Tibetan language, culture, and belief systems in
Western universities began in 1959 after the Fourteenth Dalai Lama and thousands of his
followers fled from Tibet to India, and the Rockefeller Foundation made funds available to
establish university courses in Tibetan studies. Since then, prominent Western universities,
such as Columbia, Harvard, Princeton, the University of California, the University of Hawaii,
the University of Virginia, the University of Wisconsin, and Yale have developed courses
in Tibetan language and culture. 587
Robert Barnett noted that in the beginning, Western studies of Tibet reflected the
perceptions of popular writers and scholars and not the reality of Tibet as an evolving,
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contemporary society. He described the interpretations of Tibet as overlapping the
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characteristics of the following categories: missionary, diplomatic, journalistic, travelogue, and
social scientific. He observed that by 1990, the travelogue had become the “dominant and most
accessible mode for interpreting Tibet for the Western public.” 588 David-Neel’s articles and
books were among the works that intersect the above categories. Shakya stated that many
travelers, motivated by what David-Neel described as a “desire to explore beyond the garden
gate,” regarded the act of chronicling their wanderings in Tibet as an essential part of their
experience. He added that even after the opening of Tibet to Western tourists in the nineteeneighties, the traveler’s perception influenced and sustained the popular perception of Tibet as
a “hidden kingdom” and a land of adventure and mystique. 589
The founding fathers 590 of Tibetan studies operated under the sponsorship of Western
imperialistic or religious administrations. The department of modern Tibetan studies is now
recognized within the institutions of the Western academic world because there is a solid
network of international conferences, university posts, and regular contributions to scholarly
journals. There is also an accepted body of scholarly literature, a standard system of
transliteration, and a broad consensus about the area of study. 591
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Buddhism became popular with the Beat generation of writers during the nineteen-
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fifties and -sixties. Several writers, such as Allen Ginsberg, Peter Matthiessen, Harold Talbott,
and Alan Watts acknowledged the positive effect that David-Neel’s writings about Buddhism
had on their thinking. They championed the notion that Buddhism should be reexamined as a
branch of psychology in addition to a religion. 592
David-Neel’s Goals
David-Neel set three goals for herself as an educator that reflected the Buddhist
modernist movement. First, she wanted to restore Buddhist practices to their original form by
eliminating all that had been added to the Buddha’s teachings over the centuries. Second, she
wanted to explain the Buddhist doctrine in simple, everyday language that was easy for the
general public to understand. Third, she wanted to present the doctrine as it was lived and
practiced on a daily basis and not solely as an abstract dogma to be objectively studied.
Although David-Neel’s goal to restore the doctrine to its more authentic teachings may seem
audacious, it was in keeping with the goals of the beginning of the field of Buddhist studies at
the turn of the twentieth century. 593

Difficulty Finding the Authentic Teachings of the Buddha
David-Neel observed that the doctrines found in the Buddhist canonical books were
doctrines professed by the editors of the scriptures and their contemporaries who lived several
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centuries after the death of the Buddha. None of the Buddha’s teachings were written down
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while he lived. They were passed down as part of an oral tradition from teacher to student in a
specific lineage. Over the course of time, the original doctrine underwent modifications due
to various interpretations. David-Neel stated that some of these interpretations gave rise
“to developments which, in some cases, have added to and brought out the significance of the
original doctrine and in others have falsified the initial meaning.” 594 Christmas Humphreys
concurred and explained that Buddhism is a “family of religions and philosophies, but which of
its parts is ‘right’ or ‘original’ is opinion added to objective fact.” 595 Therefore, David-Neel’s
goal to reform Buddhist practices to the more authentic teachings of the Buddha was
complicated by how to separate the older, more rational doctrine from the innumerable theories
that were grafted onto it over the centuries. 596
David-Neel Presented the Buddhist Doctrine to the General Public
David-Neel invited individuals to evaluate Buddhism within their own experience by
giving them the tools to understand its basic tenets. She completed a major work about
Buddhism in 1910 before she made her third trip to the Far East. It was first published as Le
Modernisme bouddhiste et le Bouddhisme du Bouddha (1911) and later as Buddhism:
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Its Doctrines and Its Methods (1939). 597 She sought to clarify the universal condition of human
suffering and the way to end it in simple everyday language for the general public because she
did not have the benefit of such a book when she was learning about Buddhism. As a result,
she made the interpretation and popularization of spiritual works one of her lifelong goals:
“From all this literature, we seek a simple manual, elementary, I say, to satisfy the reader
interested in enlightenment but with limited time and possessing no special preparatory
culture.” 598
David-Neel explained that according to the explicit statement of the canonical texts,
Buddhist doctrine is based on facts and statements that are open to verification. In a new
approach, she separated the extensive commentary from its simple doctrine by condensing the
principles of Theravada Buddhism into a two-page table in order to show the skeletal doctrine
and the interrelationship between its teachings. She claimed that all schools of Buddhism
accepted these principles and took them as the basis of what they considered legitimate
developments and interpretations. 599
David-Neel wrote four books about Buddhist doctrine that continue to be read today.
In addition to Buddhism: Its Doctrines and Its Methods (1989), she wrote Initiations
and Initiates in Tibet (1993), The Secret Oral Teachings in Tibetan Buddhist Sects (1967), and
Immortality and Reincarnation (1997). Her intention was not to alter the essential precepts of
Buddhism but to explain them and clarify misconceptions about Buddhist practices. She
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wanted to “make known some of the doctrines held by an elite of Tibetan intellectuals who are
not easily accessible to foreign investigators.” 600
David-Neel’s books are all concerned with philosophical themes about the nature of the
universe and reality, the nature of man, 601 and man’s relationship to nature and to the deities.
From these flow the Buddhist teachings and the roles of the teacher and student and their
relationship while pursuing the goal of Enlightenment. She presented these themes as free of
her personal opinions as possible in a variety of contexts so that readers would interpret them
according to their levels of intelligence and spirituality.
It is open to each of my readers to form his own opinion of the theories he will
find in this book. He can reflect and meditate on them if he so wishes. In every
sphere, the task of the investigator consists solely in offering to his hearers a
number of facts likely to widen their knowledge. 602
Critiques of David-Neel’s Works about Buddhist Doctrine
Scholars have been divided in their opinions about David-Neel’s work. 603 Christmas
Humphreys (1901-1983), founder of the Buddhist Society of London in 1924 and VicePresident of the Tibet Society, praised David-Neel’s book, Buddhism: Its Doctrines and Its
Methods (1979):
600

David-Neel and Lama Yongden, preface to Secret Oral Teachings.

601

In this context, “man” refers to “humankind” (human beings considered collectively). The Tibetan
notion of the “nature of man” (the essential qualities of a human being) differs from that of the Western world.
Many in the West believe that a human being is composed of a body and a soul and that the soul exists
independently of the body. Tibetans maintain that there is no separation between the perception formed after
sensation and one’s body. Each of the senses has its own consciousness. It is the combination of these
consciousnesses (rooted in the flesh) that constitute the individual.
602

David-Neel and Lama Yongden, preface to The Secret Oral Teachings.

603

Ibid., 7.

167
This is an outstanding work almost unknown to the Western student of
Buddhism, but it is as fresh and different in its handling of Buddhist principles
that all may read it with advantage. In it they may see, perhaps for the first time,
the principles of the oldest school of Buddhism, that of the Theravada, as
practiced in Sri Lanka, Burma, and Thailand, viewed by a mind learned in one
of the later traditions, that of Tibet. These basic principles are to be found at the
heart of every Buddhist school but developed and expressed to accord with the
mentality of its members. There are those who may find them more readily
acceptable when viewed from a new and unorthodox point of view. 604
Humphreys stated that David-Neel combined the objectivity of a scholar with the
subjectivity of a teacher by interspersing her experiences and stories about ancient sages
alongside the original precepts of Theravada Buddhism. 605 Harry Oldmeadow added that
David-Neel was “one of the earliest in a long line of seekers for whom bookish learning
was only a prelude to a more direct existential engagement with Eastern spirituality.” 606
H. Wayne House noted, “David-Neel’s book is the classic Western introduction to Buddhism
and is especially noted for its careful descriptions of Tibetan Buddhism.” 607
David-Neel explained the original Buddhist doctrine in understandable terms, but
she purposely did not add anything new to the basic doctrine or tradition. In his article about
Western Buddhist teachers, Andrew Rawlinson claimed to have high regard for early Western
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teachers of Buddhism, such as David-Neel, Lama Govinda, and Evans-Wentz yet he asserted,
“But none of them really represented the tradition.” 608 Not everyone agreed with Rawlinson.
Although Westerners wrote most of the reviews, there were a few by Eastern scholars, too. For
example, in his article, “The Buddhist Critique of Sassatavada and Ucchedavada: The Key to a
Proper Understanding of the Origin and the Doctrines of Early Buddhism,” Dr. Y. Karunadasa
(from Sri Lanka) referred to David-Neel’s description of four possible attitudes with respect to
suffering and stated, “The Buddhist attitude to suffering is very well analyzed by Alexandra
David-Neel in her book, Buddhism: Its Doctrines and Its Methods.” 609 Cheng Shum Kai Kevin
made another endorsement of this book from Hong Kong. He cited David-Neel’s writing about
the way to liberation known as the Eightfold Path, the principle of nonduality, and the doctrine
of the Twofold Truth (i.e., common truth and higher truth) in his article, “An Evangelical
Engagement with Buddhist Ethics” (2000). 610
Most of the reviews of David-Neel’s books were written by Western converts to
Buddhism or by Buddhists from other countries and not by Tibetan Buddhists, so it is difficult
to know the opinions of the Tibetan Buddhist scholars. Oldmeadow observed that even though
David-Neel produced books, “several of which have wielded an extraordinary influence,” she
is often relegated to the ranks of “women adventurers.” He added that her absence from the
annals of Orientalist scholarship may be due to “the fact that her writings are an idiosyncratic
608
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admixture of autobiography, travelogue, scholarship, and, at least according to her detractors,
fantasy.” 611 In this context, the word “detractors” refers to David-Neel’s association with her
former helper, Jeanne Denys, and also to her association with Madame Helena Blavatsky,
cofounder of the Theosophical Society.
Many well-known Buddhist practitioners, such as Christmas Humphreys, founder of
the London Buddhist Lodge in 1924, 612 became acquainted with Buddhist doctrine through
Theosophy. 613 David-Neel lived and lectured at the Theosophical Center in Adyar, India
and was awarded an honorary degree from the Theosophical Society of India. 614 Although
this degree publicly recognized David-Neel’s erudition, its association with the founder of
Theosophy, Madame Blavatsky, may have hindered David-Neel’s chance of being taken
seriously by other Buddhist scholars. Oldmeadow asserted that Blavatsky primarily generated
an interest in Eastern thought. He maintained that the writings she claimed were derived from
Himalayan Mahatmas “need not be taken seriously” because she had never stepped onto
Tibetan soil. 615
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Oldmeadow was not alone in his criticism of Blavatsky. Allan Watts was highly critical
of Blavatsky, but he praised the authenticity of David-Neel’s work in the foreword to The
Secret Oral Teachings in Tibetan Buddhist Sects (1967). 616 Paine stressed that unlike the
skepticism surrounding Blavatsky’s claims, David-Neel’s experiences were authenticated by
photographs of herself and the Tibetan people as well as by interviews with credible
individuals, such as General George Pereira. 617 Namiko Kunimoto agreed but argued that
David-Neel’s photographs served to “authenticate (and sometimes rupture) the photographer’s
travel narrative, ultimately constructing Tibet as a site of personal transformation.” 618
Oldmeadow added the following:
No doubt David-Neel herself played a significant part in creating her own
legend. Her biographers have had the devil’s own job in separating fact and
fiction in her multifarious writings, but she was certainly neither a fraud nor a
credulous romantic. 619
A So-Called Insider in the Buddhist Faith
David-Neel explained the monastic rites and Tantric practices of Buddhism in detail for
those who want to progress to a deeper level of understanding because the Gomchen of Lachen
(i.e., Kunzang Rinchen) encouraged her to spread the Tantric teachings of Buddhism after she
616
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returned to the West. 620 David-Neel’s initiation into the Buddhist sect and encouragement by
her guru were important because the initiation conferred all of the privileges of a female lama
upon her and gave her insider status. Through this, she distanced herself from the Theosophists
and established her credibility as a Buddhist practitioner. The Panchen Lama recognized
David-Neel’s scholarship and spiritual progress when he awarded her the robe of a lama of
high rank and the equivalent of a Doctor of Philosophy degree from Tashilunpo University. 621
Ternasky noted that David-Neel’s questioning took place from within her commitment to
Buddhism rather than from outside. 622 David-Neel did not just write about Buddhism, she
lived it. Paine suggested, “Her real introduction to Buddhism began, not as professors back
in Europe taught it but by stepping off of the European spectrum of experience entirely.” 623
Louis M. J. Schram (1883-1971), a Flemish Catholic missionary, lived in Kum Bum
from 1910 to 1922. His time there overlapped the years that David-Neel and Yongden resided
at the monastery (July 1918 - February 1921) before they traveled through northwest China on
their way to Lhasa. Schram cited David-Neel’s books, Mystiques et magiciens du Thibet (1929)
and Au pays des brigands gentilhommes (1933) 624 in his presentation to the American
Philosophical Society: “The Monguors of the Kansu-Tibetan Border, Part II: Their Religious
620
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Life.” 625 Schram’s detailed account of the monastic life at Kum Bum has increased our
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understanding of and appreciation for the unique position that David-Neel occupied as a
female lama from Europe in the early twentieth century. Yongden’s ordination at Kum Bum
was important to their relationship because it allowed him to earn a living for them both by
performing Buddhist rites and rituals. His monastic education also enabled him to assist
David-Neel in the translation and interpretation of Buddhist texts. 626
Mind-Body and Paranormal Activities
Many readers have focused on David-Neel’s accounts of what might be considered
fantastic or occult activities. 627 For example, one of the more memorable experiments that
David-Neel conducted during her stay at Kum Bum was the creation of a thought form called
a tulpa. In this process, she concentrated on the materialization of a fat, jolly monk who
gradually became sinister and escaped her control. Not only could David-Neel see the monk,
but others could see him, too. She finally dissolved him “after six months of hard struggle.” 628
This experiment is often discussed in articles, books, and on the internet even though the cause
of her creation was never fully explained.
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David-Neel described mind-body experiments and paranormal events that are being
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replicated today. The Gomchen taught her about the Tibetan culture and language and helped
deepen her understanding of Buddhist precepts, practices, and rituals during her novitiate. As
David-Neel demonstrated spiritual progress, the Gomchen instructed her in esoteric practices,
such as tumo (i.e., a method of maintaining body heat in extremely cold temperatures) and
“sending messages on the wind” (i.e., a form of mental telepathy). 629 The steps to achieve tumo
have been copied at the Harvard Medical School where, in 1991, Herbert Benson, M.D. made
a presentation at a symposium called MindScience. He credited David-Neel’s account of tumo
as the basis of the studies he conducted among Tibetan monks living in northern India and
stressed the need for further study of “the more subtle aspects of mind.” 630
Bhikki Pyadassi Mahathera observed that all religions teach some kind of meditation
or mental training for inner development. Meditation as taught by the Buddha has two
components: concentration and insight. Mahathera referred to David-Neel’s descriptions of
trance and meditation postures in her book, With Mystics and Magicians, and added that both
chronic illnesses and some psychosomatic ailments can often be managed by meditation. 631
Another activity that David-Neel described that is often cited today is that of the longdistance runner. She explained that Tibetans use the collective term lung-gom to include a large
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number of practices that combine mental concentration with various breathing gymnastics, but
the term is also used for a training during which adepts develop an “uncommon nimbleness”
that enables them to take “extraordinarily long tramps with amazing rapidity.” 632 John Ryan
Haule questioned whether David-Neel may have been in an altered state of consciousness when
she witnessed the runner since those who have been initiated and are familiar with the subtle
plane might shift into an erotic trance upon encountering a lung-gom-po (i.e., a practitioner
of lung-gom). 633
The Tibetan Medicine Education Center credited David-Neel for inspiring research
into Tibetan medicine because the news media covered the books in which she described her
discoveries, practices, and experiences in the Tibetan Buddhist culture. This generated an
interest in meditation, pain control, death, and dying that serve people worldwide. 634
A Cultural Hybrid’s Description of Tibetan Buddhism
The years from 1925 to 1935 were very productive as David-Neel and Yongden
lectured across Europe and wrote many articles and books about their journey, the Tibetan
culture, Buddhist doctrine, and esoteric practices. D’Arsonval wrote, “This Easterner, this
complete Tibetan, has remained Westerner…Madame David-Néel has observed everything
in Tibet in a free and impartial spirit.” 635
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That David-Neel became a cultural hybrid of East and West is exhibited in her writing.
Although she claimed to write objectively, there are many instances of her making judgments
about both Asian and European people and events that reflect her cultural bias. This is only
natural, but it must be discussed. For example, in her description of the Tibetan people,
David-Neel praised the “scholastic Tibet, its monastic universities, its immense libraries” 636
while she sometimes expressed distain for poor people who (she believed) engaged in
superstitious practices out of ignorance and resisted her efforts to educate them. She believed
that divination (i.e., the practice of mo) was the means of relieving the petitioner of the act of
decision-making by shifting responsibility to the fortune-teller, but she used the practice as a
means to secure food and lodgings among the villagers. 637
Early Anthropologist and Ecologist
David-Neel immersed herself in the Tibetan culture and experienced Tibetan Buddhism
as it is practiced in everyday life while she maintained her dual Eastern-Western viewpoint.
Miller maintained that David-Neel was the “prototype of a modern field anthropologist” who
wanted to find scientific explanations to the phenomena that she observed. 638 She was also an
early ecologist who linked the physical environment to culture and to religious beliefs as she
636
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described the beauty and the perils of the Himalayan terrain and explained how the altitude and
unpredictable weather affected the daily lives of the Tibetan people. 639
A Reawakened Interest in the Bön Religion
While curiosity about occult practices may have paved the way for a seeker’s interest
in the precepts of Buddhism, David-Neel’s writings may have also stimulated an interest in
the practices of Bön, the religion that preceded Tibetan Buddhism. This section discusses
David-Neel’s writings as they relate to recent research about Bön and discoveries of hidden
manuscripts and artifacts.
David-Neel was not only a bridge between East and West by interpreting Buddhist
doctrine and bringing her knowledge and experience of Tantric practices to the West, but she
was also a bridge between centuries by introducing the Bön religion and the possibility of
uncovering sacred writings and ritual objects hidden in caves and grottoes in the Himalayan
Mountains. There was a surge of interest in the Bön religion in the West toward the end of the
nineteenth century. David-Neel lived as a guest in a Bön monastery, conducted interviews with
Bönpos (i.e., practitioners of Bön) and witnessed Bön rites and rituals. She wrote about her
experiences and compared the Bön and Buddhist practices in Magic and Mystery in Tibet
(1971), Initiations and Initiates in Tibet (1993), The Superhuman Life of Gesar of Ling (1981),
and Tibetan Journey (1992). 640 David-Neel always maintained that the Bönpos probably had
their own written language and hid sacred documents within the Himalayan caves. Even though
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other scholars disagreed with David-Neel, recent discoveries of artifacts and scrolls have
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proved her correct.
Bön and Buddhist precepts and practices are rich in imagery and symbolism that are
intended to facilitate concentration and meditation but have often been misinterpreted
because of cultural differences. Some scholars today think that the imagery of Tibetan
Buddhism is unique among the Buddhist sects. 641 David-Neel used imagery in her lectures,
articles, and books to capture the attention and the imagination of her listeners and readers.
She was a bridge between East and West at the beginning of the twentieth century because she
explained these cultural differences in simple language.
An Overview of the Bön Religion
There appears to be a general consensus about certain aspects of the Bön religion,
specifically in its similarities and its differences when compared to Buddhism. Western
scholars, such as John Myrdhin Reynolds, divided the stages of the development of the Bön
religion into three distinct time periods: 1) Primitive Bön: prior to the seventh century, 2) Old
Bön: from the eighth to the fourteenth centuries, and 3) New Bön: from the fourteenth century
until the present. Reynolds pointed out that the term “Bön” has two cultural referents. In the
first usage, Bön refers to the indigenous pre-Buddhist animistic and Shamanistic culture of
Tibet that shared many characteristics with other tribal cultures of Central Asia and Siberia.
The second usage refers to practitioners of Bön who claim to represent the pre-Buddhist
civilization of Tibet. According to Reynolds, these Bönpos assert the following:
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At least part of their religious tradition was not native to Tibet but was brought
to Central Tibet sometime before the seventh century from the previously
independent country of Zhang-zhung, west of Tibet, and more remotely from
Tazik or Iranian-speaking Central Asia to the northwest. 642
The Bönpo tradition of Dzogchen (meaning Great Perfection), collectively known as
the “Zhang zhung sNyan-rgyud,” is the oldest and most important meditation system in Bön.
Another is the meditation system of chöd that is practiced to generate generosity, dispel fear,
and overcome attachment. 643 David-Neel described her experiences as an observer and a
practitioner of chöd in Magic and Mystery in Tibet (1971). 644
Reynolds explained that one of the problems in understanding Bön is that many
Buddhist historians glorified the role of Indian Mahayana Buddhism in Tibetan history,
suggesting that there was no culture or civilization in Tibet before the coming of Indian
Buddhism to Central Tibet in the seventh century. 645 Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche agreed. He
stated that one of the ways the Buddhist schools attempted to suppress Bön was to accuse
the Bönpos of being primitive Shamans and “intellectually uncivilized.” 646 Powers added that,
until recently, many Tibetan Buddhists who may not have been aware of the assortment of pre-
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Buddhist beliefs and practices they have incorporated into their daily thoughts and actions have
wrongly identified the Bönpos as practitioners of the pre-Buddhist religion. 647
Bön Beliefs and Shamanism
In his article, “Exorcising the Illusion of Bön ‘Shamans’: A Critical Genealogy of
Shamanism in Tibet Religions,” Zeff Bjerken traced the description of the Bön religion in Tibet
and the relationship from Bön to Buddhism from the thirteenth to the twenty-first centuries.
His article is significant because he revealed why he thinks the elusive term Shamanism tells
us “more about the needs of the Western researcher than of the actual practice in ancient
Tibet.” 648 The pioneering accounts of Western missionaries, government officials, travelers,
and scholars (such as Charles Bell, Alexander Csoma de Koros, Sarat Chandra Das, H. A.
Jaschke, Ekai Kawaguchi, and L. Austine Waddell) 649 relied on Western categories and
comparisons with familiar religions (especially Christianity) to link the foreign world they
encountered with the familiar world of the West. These early Orientalists named this primordial
religion of Tibet in order to claim it. In doing so, they established it in the Western mind as
backward and barbaric, a-historic and static. The Tibetan conversion from Bön to Buddhism
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was hailed as both a spiritual event and a cultural revolution. Bjerken wrote that Tibetologists,
such as David-Neel, repeatedly stated, “One can find evidence of Bön, the ‘shamanist
aborigine,’ still practiced in the remote regions on the frontiers of Tibet.” 650
Louis M. J. Schram’s study about the religious life of the Monguors of the Kansu-Tibetan
border was based on local chronicles, Chinese histories, and other available sources as well
as personal experiences based upon his long sojourn among the Monguors. 651 He cited
David-Neel’s original books, Mystiques et magiciens du Thibet (1929) and Au pays des
brigands gentilshommes (1933), to support his findings and descriptions of Lamaism and
Shamanism. 652
Per Kvaerne asserted that Shamanism is a misleading term in his article, “Tibet: The
Rise and Fall of a Monastic Tradition” (1998). He pointed to the distinction between the oldest
source material dating from the introduction of Buddhism to Tibet in the seventh to eighth
century and retrospective material. Contemporary sources include various documents,
inscriptions, architectural monuments, and Chinese historical annals. Literary sources dating
from the fourteenth century contain detailed information that Kvaerne believed may have been
biased by the ideas of later generations. He concluded that Bön was originally a ritualistic
cult connected with the funeral ceremonies of the kings, but the organized body of priests
disappeared after Buddhism was adopted. Kvaerne added that the Bön religion that appeared
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in Tibet during the eleventh century was not identical to the ancient faith. However, he
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admitted that it is difficult to discern significant differences between Bön and Buddhism in
doctrine and practice since they both trace their history back to the introduction of Buddhism
from India in the eighth century. This debate continues today as the Bön refugees in India insist
that they practice the true religion of Tibet. 653
The Relationship of Bön to Buddhism
The comparative strategies and historical models used by pioneering scholars gradually
shifted from analogies using binary categories to genealogies that establish a relationship of
dependency between Bön and Buddhism. Bön was “represented as strange and sinister” while
Buddhism was depicted as a “missionary religion based upon the dissemination of sacred texts
with a proselytizing ethic and universal orientation” that is similar to Christianity. 654 Bjerken
asserted that this interpretation changed in the nineteen-fifties because of the research of three
specialists schooled in the phenomenology of religion: Mircea Eliade, Helmut Hoffman, and
Réne de Nebesky-Wojkowitz. These Tibetologists agreed that Shamanism and the following
manifestations existed in Tibetan religions: soul flight, exotic paraphernalia, fur and feathered
costumes, and tools (i.e. mirrors, drums, daggers, swords, and effigies). Bjerken stated that the
most frequently cited examples of Shamanic motifs focus on the apparel worn by the Bön
practitioners presented in literary descriptions, such as those written by David-Neel. These
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articles included crowns, turbans, felt hats, blue capes, thread crosses, feathered coats, animal
skin, and fur. According to Bön history, exotic materials were rewards given by the king to his
Bön priests for their magical power and counsel in suppressing the demonic enemies in the
border regions. Bjerken cited a Bön text (“G.yung drung Bongyu rgyud ‘bum”) to support this
statement: “As a reward, Tibetan kings decorated the bodies of their Bön priests with booty
and spoils from the defeated countries.” 655 He concluded that the power generated by the Bön
priests was more political than spiritual because it supported “the centralized authority of the
king and his goals of imperial expansion.” 656 Bjerken added that the explanation of conquest
and domination (i.e., that borderland neighbors were conquered and “tamed” by the powerful
rituals of the Bön priests) did not fit well with the traditional representations of Bön
Shamanism by Western scholars. 657 For example, Kvaerne described the Bönpo religious
centers prior to the fifteenth century as being very modest and neither seeking nor obtaining
political power. He suggested that from the eighth to the eleventh centuries and the eleventh
to the fourteenth centuries, the Bön lost political power. By the end of the fourteenth century,
Bönpos were more often ignored than tolerated. 658
“Treasure Texts”
According to Bjerken, Tibetan historians agreed that when Buddhism arrived in Tibet
during the eighth century, the Bönpos were forcibly converted or sent into exile. Because they
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anticipated conflict, Bönpos hid their “treasure texts” or termas in the ground, expecting them
to be discovered at a later date. 659 Per Kvaerne added that the Buddhists also anticipated the
troubles that lay ahead for Buddhism in Tibet, so they, too, hid their treasures inside pillars and
statues, in caves, or buried in the ground. Among these treasures were medicinal and ritual
texts, tantras, manuals of meditation, and a detailed biography of Padmasambhava (i.e., the
sorcerer who secured the allegiance of demons and introduced Tantric Buddhism into Tibet
in the eighth century).
Kvaerne observed that recent research has indicated that these termas contain ancient
material. The discoveries continue to surface not only in the form of written texts but also in
the form of “mental treasures” that have been revealed to visionaries as “clear visions.”

660

In Magic and Mystery in Tibet (1971), David-Neel wrote about the belief that in the eighth
century, Padmasambhava had hidden a number of manuscripts regarding mystic doctrines in
the vicinity of Chörten Nyima Gompa, where she visited the Tibetan nuns:
This master foresaw that long after he had left this world, lamas, predestined
by their former lives, would bring these writings to light again. Several works
are said to have been found in this region, and some lamas are still hunting to
discover others. 661

659

Bjerken, 37.

660

Kvaerne, 262-63.

661

David-Neel, Magic and Mystery, 65. See the Himalayan Art Resources website (HAR) for
descriptions and images of “Revealed Treasures” as well as short biographies of treasure finders, such as Terton
Choggyur Lingpa (1829-1870). http://www.himalayanart.org.

184

Beliefs of Pre-Buddhist Tibet
Réne de Nebesky-Wojkowitz asserted that because many of the Tibetan protective

deities originally belonged to the pantheon of the old Tibetan Bön faith, their study may reveal
new facts regarding the beliefs of pre-Buddhist Tibet. 662 Helmut Hoffman, a philologist,
advocated accessing Tibetan culture and history through Tibetan literature. He identified the
indigenous Tibetan worldview of Bön and the dominant force of Buddhism as two main forces
in the formation of Tibetan religious culture. 663 David-Neel presented vivid descriptions and
explanations about how and why the Bönpos were attired in her books, Magic and Mystery
in Tibet (1971) and Tibetan Journey (1992).
Personal Encounters with Bönpos
In Tibetan Journey (1992), David-Neel described her journey through the Kham region
of Tibet under the guise of a lamaist nun of rank. 664 The importance of her narrative lies not
only in the cultural description and photographs of the little-known people of the Kham but
also in the detailed account of her encounters with practitioners of the Bön religion. A Bön
abbot who regarded David-Neel as an “incarnated Khadoma” (i.e., a Tibetan nun of distinctive
personality) allowed her to set up camp within the compound of his Bön monastery and advise
him about certain questions. 665 Although Orientalists generally recognize Bön as the precursor
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of Tibetan Buddhism, there is currently some debate about how much of the Bön religion was
incorporated into it. David-Neel knew when she met the Bönpos that little was known about
their doctrines. She defined a Shaman as a sorcerer who may be a magician or an expert in
secret lore and Shamanists as his or her followers. She stated that there was no Shamanist
religion as such because each region and each Shaman had their own doctrine and practices. 666
According to Tibetan chronicles, no writing existed in the country before the seventh
century. King Srong btsan Gampo sent learned men to India and its border countries during
the seventh century to look for the rudiments of an alphabet so that the Buddhist writings could
be translated. Kvaerne stated that it was of critical importance that the Tibetan king chose to
incorporate the art of writing from India rather than from China because it had profound
consequences for the cultural orientation of Tibet. 667 However, some Bönpos declared that a
form of writing did exist and that their sacred books were dated long before the reign of the
king. David-Neel always maintained that it was possible, but many Western scholars did not
believe this assertion until writings and other artifacts were discovered during the past two
decades. 668
In Tibetan Journey (1992), David-Neel explained that every statue venerated by the
Tibetans contains sheets of paper on which mantras, magic words, or passages from the sacred
writings are printed. Sometimes a complete collection of canonical books was placed in the
giant statues. Tibetan Buddhists believe that the writings hidden in a statue give it the life and
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power that make it worthy of veneration, and the lama who celebrates the rite of consecration
strengthens its power. 669 Many statues containing mystical writings were hidden in caves.
According to Padmasambhava, the master who used his Tantric powers to subdue evil deities
during the eighth century, these termas would be found when needed. 670 David-Neel described
an ancient manuscript that was discovered in the library of a ngagspa (i.e., magician) who had
recently died. It was an account of a treatise about immortality that had been buried by
Padmasambhava in a cave near the summit of Mount Kailas, a mountain in Western Tibet that
is sacred to both Tibetans and Indians. She added that those who handled it might have been
illiterate or indifferent to religious literature and may not have known the exact nature of the
hidden manuscript. 671
Recent discoveries by archaeologists Mark Aldenderfer, Brook Larmer, Tony Law,
and their teams prove that David-Neel was correct. Unparalleled finds have provided us with
a glimpse of the early encounters between East and West along the Silk Road. They shed light
on the route of Buddhism from India into Tibet and the relationship between Bön and
Buddhism. 672 David-Neel also suggested that sacred books could have been written outside
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of Tibet. 673 Books considered sacred became objects of worship even though illiterate people
were unable to read them. Those who possessed collections of sacred books placed them in
rows above an altar. Then they prostrated themselves, burned incense, and lit lamps in
veneration. Their actions represented a cult of wisdom. David-Neel wrote that the devotees did
not think they were capable of reaching wisdom in their current lifetime but hoped to attain
it in the next. 674
Donald Swearer observed that a form of Tantric Buddhism related to mystical Hindu
Tantrism blended with the local Bön Shamanism in the eighth century to create a unique form
of Buddhism in Tibet. 675 David-Neel explained several reasons why the facts are more
complicated: First, before the seventh century, there were followers of other doctrines about
which we have no information. Second, there were so many varieties of Bönpos that none of
them exactly represented the religious form that prevailed before the introduction of Buddhism.
Third, there is no documentation to support the claim that the Bön religion was, in fact, a
Shamanist religion. 676
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White and Black Bönpos
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David-Neel distinguished between the White and Black Bönpos that she met at the
beginning of the twentieth century. The White Bönpos resembled the Red Hat lamas of the
Buddhist community. They wore the same religious garb, had the same title of lama, and
worshipped in identical temples. They also practiced the same doctrines and evoked the same
deities as the nonreformed Lamaists of the ningma sect of the Red Hats, but their venerated
deities had different names. Marriage and alcoholic beverages were permitted to both groups of
clergy. 677 Another difference between the Bönpos and the Lamaists is that the Bönpos buried
their dead while the Lamaists burned the bodies, threw them into the river, left them exposed
on the mountain, or cut them into pieces for the vultures. Finally, while many Bönpos
sacrificed animals during the celebration of their rites, Lamaists did not. 678
The Black Bönpos were not as numerous as the White Bönpos and did not usually form
into groups. David-Neel observed that the natives of the Himalayas made a distinction between
the Bönpos and those whom they called Böns. According to them, the Bönpos were laymen
or members of the clergy who repeated, “I take refuge in the doctrine,” and did the ritualistic
circumambulation around the religious monuments in a counterclockwise movement. 679
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Per Kvaerne asserted that the Bönpos performed the ritual acts prescribed by their religion with
the intention of becoming awakened like their Buddhist counterparts. The performance of
certain ritual acts in a manner opposite to that of the Buddhists is not “an expression of ‘willful
distortion or perversion,’ nor does the essence of their doctrines lie ‘largely in contradiction
and negation.’” 680
In Tibetan Journey (1992), David-Neel described the Bönpo as a sorcerer and medium
who had the power to harm or kill an enemy or to overcome a demon that caused evil. This
practitioner was consulted when the magic power of the lama did not appear to be strong
enough to obtain the desired effect. The sacrifice of an animal was always demanded when the
Bönpo officiated. Tibetan natives thought that the natural gift that made a person a Bön may
have been inherited, so both men and women could become Böns. David-Neel reported that
there did not seem to be any antagonism between the lamas of the Red Hat sect and the Böns.
Both groups performed their devotions in the Lamaist temples. In the north of Tibet, the Black
Böns were similar to ngagspas, magicians who were classed as Lamaists. 681
Shamanistic Activities
Three examples of Shamanistic activities that David-Neel described in Magic and
Mystery in Tibet (1971) are often cited today: rolang, phurba, and chöd. Rolang refers to
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the seizure of the tongue of a corpse which becomes a powerful magic weapon when it is dried,
whereas the phurba is an enchanted dagger whose strength increases with its repeated use in
magic rites. David-Neel both witnessed and participated in the ritual of chöd (i.e., cutting off).
She compared it to a drama performed by a single actor. The celebrant must memorize his role,
practice the ritual dance, handle the bell, the dorje, and phurba (i.e., magic dagger), beat a
small drum, and blow a trumpet made of a human femur. He “tramples down” or cuts off all
of his passions, crucifies his selfishness, then partakes in a mystic banquet. The celebrant
eventually realizes that the idea of sacrifice is an illusion, an offshoot of groundless pride. He
has nothing to give because he is nothing. During her training, David-Neel experienced the
difficulty of this complex ritual and explained its symbolism in her books. 682
Unique Buddhist Imagery
David-Neel influenced our understanding of Bön and Tibetan Buddhism by explaining
the symbolism of the protective and wrathful deities depicted in Tibetan art. This is of
particular interest to the Western world today. William Weedon noted that although Tibetan
Buddhism has generally been examined from the socioanthropological and historic-political
perspectives, other writers, such as David-Neel, emphasized the more esoteric doctrines in the
name of comparative religion. He pointed to the pervasive tone of fright and terror that is
visible in the graphic art, literature, and ritual of Tibetan Buddhism and proposed the
reinterpretation of some of the basic concepts of Buddhism in Tibetan Buddhism. He asserted
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that the “horrendous aspects of Tibetan Buddhism” cannot only be reconciled with the basic
tenets of Buddhism but also may be seen as enriching them. Weedon concluded that the
hierarchy of protective and destructive deities gave way to a unique Tibetan Buddhist imagery
that is unparalleled in other styles of Buddhist art. 683
In her writings about comparative religion, David-Neel consistently emphasized the
unique blend of Hindu, Bön, and Tantric practices that comprise Tibetan Buddhism. She gave
detailed accounts of the sensory symbols used in Tibetan Buddhism that made it distinctively
different from other Buddhist sects. 684 Both David-Neel and Weedon wrote that magicians
frequently invoked the assistance of malevolent deities against their personal enemies and
against those who were hostile to Buddhism. Animal sacrifice was common in Bön rituals,
human bones were made into ceremonial necklaces and trumpets, and skulls were used as
drinking cups. 685 Because the early Christian missionaries had little or no understanding of the
Tibetan belief system and culture, they often interpreted the meaning of Tibetan art according
to the standards of Western European culture.
David-Neel lived and conversed with Tibetan monks and learned lamas in monasteries
about the exoteric and esoteric meanings of various artistic representations. She witnessed the
reception of these representations among the laypeople in Tibetan villages and recorded the
observations in her articles and books. David-Neel described one of the most fearful-looking
deities, the blue Mahakala, as it was depicted on masks during the annual Ceremony of the
683

William S. Weedon, “Tibetan Buddhism: A Perspective,” Philosophy East and West, vol. 17, no. 1/4
(Jan. - Oct. 1967): 167-72.
684

David-Neel, Immortality and Reincarnation: Doctrines and Practices in China, Tibet, and India.
trans. Jon Graham (Rochester, Vermont: Inner Traditions, 1997), 28; Alexandra David-Neel, Initiations and
Initiates in Tibet (New York: Dover, 1993), 109-119.
685

David-Neel, Magic and Mystery, 52; Tibetan Journey, 109; Weedon,“Tibetan Buddhism.”

Demons at Podang and in Tibet.

192

The masks, costumes, and jewelry worn during rituals and in daily apparel were an
important part of Tibetan Buddhism because they identify the wearer’s region of origin,
occupation, socioeconomic status, and religious level. David-Neel wrote that the Gomchen of
Lachen appeared one evening wearing all of the trappings of a magician: a five-sided crown,
a rosary-necklace made of one hundred eight round bones that were bored and carved, and in
his belt, the ritualistic dagger. She observed that the Gomchen of Sakyong always wore the
monastic robes and toga but added ivory earrings and a silver dorje studded with turquoises
stuck in his hair. 686 David-Neel was thrilled to receive the robe of an initiate because it
identified her with a particular religious sect and afforded her certain privileges of that sect. 687
She employed her knowledge of Tibetan costumes when she created her disguise as a dokpa,
a woman of the Koko Nor region.688
David-Neel included black-and-white photographs of temples, altars, celebrants,
novices, pilgrims, and costumes in her books that captivated the Western audience. Tibetan
Journey (1992), in particular, has been a significant source of information about the Bönpos
whom David-Neel encountered in the geographic area known as the Kham. 689 In Tibet:
Journey to the Forbidden City: Retracing the Steps of Alexandra David-Néel (1996),
the Italian photographers, Tiziana and Gianni Baldizzone, retraced David-Neel’s journey
across the Kham and documented it with color photographs that they published alongside
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Acculturation
The renowned art historian, F. Sierksma, discussed the adaptation of Buddhism by
Tibetan kings and the resulting clash of cultures between the devotees of the Bön religion
and the Buddhist monks. He maintained that by introducing Buddhism, the kings initiated
a process of acculturation, and acculturation is always characterized by reinterpretation. 691
Sierksma acknowledged David-Neel’s contribution to helping Westerners understand the
acculturation process. 692 Réne de Nebesky-Wojkowitz, author of Oracles and Demons of
Tibet: The Cult and Iconography of the Tibetan Protective Deities (1956), made several
references to David-Neel’s observations about the rites and rituals of Bön practitioners and
Tibetan Buddhists. 693 The significance today is that the colors, patterns, and symbolism found
in Tibetan jewelry and costumes have been coopted by Western culture and are now found in
current fashion and jewelry designs. 694
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David-Neel’s Appeal to the Audience
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Just as Buddhism appeals to the senses in order to facilitate the understanding of its
precepts, David-Neel engaged her audience by using a variety of examples to appeal to their
senses. Her purpose was to present Tibetan Buddhism as a living philosophy. When she
and Yongden went on their lecture tours throughout Europe, they dressed in Tibetan robes and
displayed the authentic ritual objects they brought back from Asia. They even pitched a tent on
the grounds of the Guimet Museum. Yongden captivated the audiences in Paris and London
with his Tibetan readings. 695
David-Neel employed richly detailed descriptions and accounts of her activities in Asia
to stimulate the curiosity and interest of her readers. She drew her readers in by helping them
imagine the wailing sounds of the twelve-foot-long trumpets, the clang of the cymbals, and the
tinkling of the bells that summoned the monks and lamas to prayer twice a day. Her accounts
of the practices, rites, rituals, and festivals were dense in visual, auditory, and tactile details.
David-Neel’s background as a performer drew her attention to the postures and costumes of
the devout participants and observers. By using words familiar to the Westerner, she made
unfamiliar practices seem logical and understandable to the reader. For example, she reported
what several novice monks told her about their meditation techniques: In their daily spiritual
exercises, meditations included visualizing their body as a mountain, their eyes like the ocean,
and their mind like the sky. Clouds, crystal, and mirrors are frequently used in Buddhist texts
and teachings to convey the impermanence of life and the projection of one’s own ideas upon
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David-Neel tried to understand and explain Buddhism as an initiate and insider from within
the perspective of the Tibetan culture, then reinterpret it for the Western audience in
understandable images and everyday language.
Summary
I have discussed Alexandra David-Neel’s place at the threshold of the field of Buddhist
studies during the twentieth century and explored how many of her works have been used by
her readers as a point of departure for their studies. Some authors expanded upon David-Neel’s
research in specific areas, such as the epic poem about Gésar of Ling, mind-body activities,
and paranormal events. Many cited her work at the beginning of their papers as having aroused
their interest in specific topics, such as consciousness, intentionality, and body preservation.
Other authors simply listed her books in their bibliographies or as suggested reading. In sum,
David-Neel’s books have stimulated thought about what it means to be human and how to
address the suffering that is inherent in human life.
David-Neel had limited coursework in higher education and did not receive a degree.
She was an adult educator who operated outside of the university’s walls. One of her greatest
contributions was to organize the basic tenets of the Buddhist belief system into simple
language and use personal examples that made sense to Westerners who were interested in
learning about Buddhism. In this way, she was a bridge between Eastern and Western thought.
The Buddha’s teachings were a paradigmatic shift from an earlier belief in the locus of
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authority outside of the individual (where a multitude of gods had to be propitiated to ensure
one’s safety and fertility) to an awareness of and faith in the individual’s inner consciousness
and sense of truth as being right. The Buddha suggested that the reliance on an external
authority be replaced by the reliance on an internal authority that is rooted in the sensations and
perceptions of one’s body. David-Neel’s self-established goal was to separate the authentic
teachings of the Buddha from the extensive commentaries that had been added over the course
of time. This was in keeping with the ideal of Buddhist modernism that was dominant at the
end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries. Some scholars have criticized
David-Neel for not adding anything new to the tradition, but that was not her intent. Her goal
was to clarify the Buddhist doctrine in order to help people in the West understand Buddhism
as a way of life that would help them avoid suffering, live according to their nature and the
natural laws of the universe, and achieve Enlightenment. She wrote about the universal
condition of human suffering and how to end it through self-awareness, meditation, and
knowledge. She believed that the path to alleviate suffering is available to anyone who is
willing to verify the truth of the Buddhist precepts through personal experience. David-Neel
expressed her points through a comparison of Buddhist practices in different countries, such
as China, India, Japan, Korea, Sikkim, and Tibet. She extended the Buddha’s invitation to
everyone to come, see, and try the path that he proclaimed would alleviate human suffering.
David-Neel was not dry and dogmatic in her approach to Buddhism. She combined
study with practice in her everyday life. She was recognized as knowledgeable because she
was trained and initiated by a renowned guru in Sikkim, lived as a female lama on monastery
grounds in Tibet, and walked among the people of China, India, Japan, Korea, Sikkim, and
Tibet as a practicing Buddhist. David-Neel authenticated her works with hundreds of

photographs and artifacts that she brought to Europe from the East. This was significant
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because some other writers at the turn of the century had fabricated their stories. She had not.
Many critics accused David-Neel of exaggeration. This may be partially true since she wrote
her books almost entirely from memory.
David-Neel provided valuable information about Bön, the belief system that predated
Buddhism. She was not as judgmental as the early Christian missionaries who dismissed the
Bönpos as barbaric. Her belief that they had their own society, culture, and language led to the
idea that they had their own written language that they used to create sacred texts. Because of
the ethnocentric attitude of European explorers, the Bönpos were considered intellectually
inferior and incapable of developing a sophisticated written system of communication. Along
with David-Neel, they have been supported by the recent discoveries of thousands of statues,
paintings, scrolls, and sacred writings that were hidden in Himalayan grottoes. Beliefs and
customs that do not make sense in Western culture make sense within the Tibetan milieu and
should be evaluated within that context. Such a shift in perspective leads us to appreciate the
diversity of the Tibetan culture and adds to the richness of our lives.
David-Neel should be recognized as an educator. She made her presentations about
comparative religion come alive and be interesting to her audience. She combined her talent
as a performer with what she learned about multiple consciousnesses in order to deliver
innovative presentations to audiences throughout Europe and Asia. David-Neel described how
Buddhists perceive that learning takes place. Her description of a master teaching novices to
learn how to acquire the skills needed for spiritual progress is relevant today.
David-Neel has not only influenced our understanding of Buddhism, and Tibetan
Buddhism in particular, but she also paved the way for programs in higher education by
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capturing the attention and imagination of potential students. Bechert wrote that acculturation
and the relationship between scholarship and practice have emerged as two leading problems in
the field of Tibetan studies. 697 Christmas Humphreys, Jeffrey Paine, Andrew Rawlinson, and
Lawrence Sutin credit David-Neel as one of the first Westerners to take Buddhism seriously
as a way of life and as one of the first Buddhologists to bridge the gap between scholar and
practitioner. David-Neel addressed both problems while having the disadvantage of being
a woman who was subject to the strict social conventions of the Victorian era. Despite these
difficulties, by the first quarter of the twentieth century, David-Neel fulfilled her dream of
making a name for herself in the field of comparative religion and was recognized as a female
Buddhist scholar-practitioner in many parts of the world.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
Introduction and Purpose of the Chapter
This study examined the life and work of Alexandra David-Neel. It began with the
following central research question: What was Alexandra David-Neel’s contribution to and
perspective about her activities as educational endeavors and on the field of Buddhist studies
as it developed as an academic area of study? In order to discuss this broad question, the
following subquestions were developed:
1. Looking at the complexity of David-Neel’s life, how did she influence the growth of
the study of Buddhism and the ways that Buddhism is now studied?
2. As a figure devoted to public lectures and popular writing, where does
David-Neel’s work fit in the world of academic writing? What were her strengths and what
were her unique contributions?
3. Given David-Neel’s activities, how did she view her educational efforts and what
were her educational approaches?
The preceding chapters discuss Alexandra David-Neel’s life as an explorer, a travel
writer, and a Buddhist scholar in order to explore her educational beliefs and style and the ways
that her writing influenced how we study Buddhism today. The purpose of this chapter is to

review David-Neel as a transitional figure in Buddhist and Tibetan studies during the early
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twentieth century and to understand her educational perspective.
Discussion
David-Neel’s influence on the growth of the study of Buddhism and the ways that
Buddhism is now studied has four aspects: 1) She had a significant role in the popularization
of Bön and Buddhism, 2) she influenced the course of Buddhist and Tibetan studies by asking
questions that were new at the time, 3) she advocated an analysis of text within its cultural
context instead of textual analysis in isolation, and 4) she witnessed and described parts of the
Tibetan culture that are lost today.
The Popularization of Bön and Buddhism
David-Neel popularized Bön and Buddhism through her spoken and written words,
photographs, and artifacts. She lectured throughout Europe and parts of Asia during the first
half of the twentieth century and published more than twenty books on a variety of topics that
were translated into many languages on five continents.
David-Neel boasted to her husband about the great feeling of success she experienced
when men left the salons of scholars, such as Sylvain Lévi, to gather around her as she spoke
about Tibet, Bön, and Buddhism from her direct experience rather than from impersonal theory
as was popular at the time. She repeatedly went to Asia to gather material for future lectures
based upon her personal experiences. After the publication of the details of her journey to
Lhasa in Asia (1926), My Journey to Lhasa (1927), and Mystiques et magiciens du Thibet
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(1929), David-Neel’s lectures and conferences were packed to overflowing with enthusiastic
listeners, including the President of France and the Queen of Belgium.
David-Neel utilized her talents as an operatic performer and costume designer to
captivate Western audiences with tales of exploration and adventure in the Orient. She staged
her lectures and dramatic readings to engage the attention, arouse the curiosity, and stimulate
the imagination of the ticket-holders. Straddling the Eastern and Western cultures, David-Neel
used verbal imagery and visual artifacts to make the unfamiliar precepts and practices of Bön
and Tibetan Buddhism familiar to Westerners. Yongden was an asset to her performances
because he was an authentic Tibetan lama who dressed in his native garb and gave readings in
the Tibetan language. They were a pair of oddities who attracted public attention during the
early twentieth century in Western Europe. Yongden was unusual because he was an Oriental
man; David-Neel was unusual because she was an eccentric woman. David-Neel thrived on the
attention, public acclaim, and commissions, but Yongden did not. Nevertheless, the pair
developed a lecture itinerary across European countries that enabled David-Neel to pay their
living expenses.
David-Neel broke new ground in her approach to the study of Bön and Tibetan
Buddhism because she observed, conducted, and participated in Buddhist rituals at all levels of
society, then told about it. Previous explorers and diplomats wrote about Bön and Buddhism
from their Western (mostly Christian) perspective while David-Neel wrote about it as an
insider. She was the first Westerner to become initiated as a Tantric practitioner. Her guru,
the Gomchen of Lachen, encouraged her to spread the Tantric teachings to the Western world
though her words. David-Neel helped popularize Bön and Buddhism because her oral and
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written works introduced the previously inaccessible Tantric teachings to the Western public
in a way that was interesting and informative.
David-Neel Influenced the Course of Buddhist and Tibetan Studies
David-Neel influenced the course of Buddhist and Tibetan studies because she asked
questions that were new at the turn of the twentieth century in Western Europe. She was in
the first group of Westerners who studied Eastern traditions and became teachers between 1875
and 1916. Rawlinson stated that David-Neel was unique because she had no local exemplar of
the Buddhist tradition to whom she could turn for instruction. Since there was no existing
Buddhist community in Europe and, therefore, no model to follow, “Westerners tended to
approach Buddhism as an entity in itself that could be distilled from its cultural trappings.” 698
David-Neel considered this approach to the analysis of Buddhist texts in isolation to
be insufficient. She asked questions about the relationship between Buddhist precepts and
practice; about Buddhist practices in different countries, traditions, and lineages; and about the
role of women in Buddhist spirituality. Rawlinson cited her as a pioneer who played a role in
transporting the Tibetan tradition to the West by asking questions that were new at the time. 699
David-Neel’s questions altered the course of Buddhist and Tibetan studies in several
ways. First, she invited everyone to become practitioners through their own investigation. She
made the field more inclusive by expanding it from a male-dominated group of scholars to
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include male and female practitioners of every rank. Second, she challenged previous reports
about Bön and Tibetan Buddhism that were written by colonialists according to Western (i.e.,
mostly Christian) standards. Third, she advocated examining the practice of Buddhism within
various cultural contexts instead of from a single Western perspective that was biased
by Orientalism. The difference between David-Neel and the early explorers, traders, and
missionaries is that she became an initiate in Buddhism and applied the Eastern teachings
to her life.
David-Neel was one of the few practicing Buddhists in Western Europe at the end
of the nineteenth century. 700 She described herself as a rational Buddhist whose practice was
based on fact and experience, not superstition. David-Neel did two important things: First,
she entered the scholastic debate about whether Buddhism should be studied as a philosophy,
a religion, or as a way of life that informs one’s everyday actions, then asserted that it should
be a combination of all three. Second, she presented an alternative way to study Buddhism
that united Buddhist precepts with everyday practice and promoted textual analysis within its
cultural context. Rawlinson called this “experiential comparative religion” and added that it
was “an approach that required its practitioners to know what they were talking about” because
it was based on the fundamental notion of consciousness. 701 For David-Neel, Buddhism was
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not only a set of precepts to be discussed but also an entire approach to daily living. While most
Western scholars talked about Buddhism, she lived it, and shared it with others.
The Analyses of Buddhist Texts within Their Cultural Contexts
David-Neel began her study of Buddhism as a personal exploration at the end of the
nineteenth century in Europe. She taught herself Pali and Sanskrit, then translated Therav#din
texts in order to identify the original teachings of the Buddha versus subsequent commentaries
and interpretations. She was part of the movement toward the “reinterpretation of Buddhism as
a system of thought” called Buddhist modernism that was endorsed by Western scholars, such
as Rhys Davids and Christmas Humphreys, in London in 1907. 702 This system of textual
analysis was closed to everyone except scholars and those who were allowed access to sacred
texts. Since David-Neel relied on her internal authority to evaluate experience, she would
not accept the external authority of university professors or scholars as the last word. She
participated fully in the debate and conducted an analysis of the Buddhist precepts within
everyday practice in addition to discussing and explaining the texts to others.
At first, David-Neel translated and analyzed Buddhist texts in isolation. Then, using
an original approach, she separated the extensive commentary from its simple doctrine and
condensed the principles of Therav#da Buddhism into a two-page table in order to show the
skeletal doctrine and the interrelationship between its teachings. David-Neel purposely did not
add anything new to the Buddhist canon. Her goal was to clarify the doctrine and carve away
the superstitious practices and modifications that had developed around the basic teachings
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over time. 703 David-Neel was not content to analyze only one tradition. She made connections
between traditions, between lineages, and between the spiritual practices of monks and
laypeople. She concluded that all schools of Buddhism accepted the basic teachings that she
identified, but that Buddhist practices differed because of factors such as geographic location,
climate, access to food, and general lifestyle. This crossing of boundaries ushered in a new
Western transnational, transcultural perspective about Buddhism that was not found in the East.
David-Neel placed textual analysis within different cultural contexts when she
compared the teachings and practices of Buddhism in countries, such as China, India, Japan,
Korea, and Tibet in her articles and books. She expressed her belief in this approach within the
monasteries in Kum Bum, Shigatze, and Sikkim where she discussed Buddhist precepts with
high-ranking lamas, participated in Buddhist rites and rituals, engaged in private meditations
and postures, and became an initiate in Tibetan Buddhism. Ternasky noted that David-Neel’s
questioning took place from within her commitment to Buddhism rather than from outside. 704
David-Neel did not just write about Buddhism; she lived it and then wrote about her
experiences as a practitioner.
Rawlinson described two developments that took place during the twentieth century.
First, Eastern teachings became Westernized and second, previously closed systems became
international and comparative. 705 David-Neel contributed to both of these developments by
asking questions and making comparisons between Hindu and Buddhist precepts, practices,
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and traditions that crossed national boundaries. These were pioneering questions since
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Buddhists in each country usually stayed within the precepts of their own lineage and did
not concern themselves with other traditions. David-Neel enlarged the opening in Eastern
thought that was made at the 1893 Parliament of Religions by presenting the previously
inaccessible teachings of Tantric Buddhism to scholars and laypeople in the Western world
through her lectures and books about Tibet. 706
Tibet was closed to foreigners in the early twentieth century, so access to Buddhist
teachers and sacred texts was limited to regions near Tibet, such as India, Nepal, and Sikkim.
David-Neel wrote to her husband in 1914 and complained that it was difficult to learn things
in Asia since everything was secret and people were closed. She overcame this obstacle by
studying as a novice with the Gomchen of Lachen. a renowned guru. In addition to giving
David-Neel lessons about Buddhist doctrine and practices, the Gomchen instructed her in the
Tibetan language and culture, then encouraged her to spread the Tantric teachings in the West.
No other Westerner had received instruction in Tantricism before she did at the beginning of
the twentieth century. David-Neel wrote books about Buddhist doctrine and Tantric teachings
that continue to be read today. Her initiation by the Gomchen made her writings reliable.
David-Neel had two intentions: To explain the essential precepts of Buddhism and
clarify misconceptions about Buddhist practices and to make known the doctrines held by an
elite of Tibetan intellectuals who were not accessible to foreign researchers. 707 Rawlinson
stated that early translations of Buddhism by Westerners did not include Tantric texts for two
reasons: First, Tantric texts were very difficult to understand without prior understanding of the
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ideas they contain. Second, access to Tantric rituals and the meditations based on them was
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only given through an initiation imparted from teacher to pupil. He pointed out that since
David-Neel had immersed herself in the tradition for many years during the early twentieth
century, “She certainly knew more about it from firsthand experience than any other
Westerner.” 708
Witness to a Lost Culture
Rawlinson pointed out that the Western genius is to cross boundaries of all kinds
in terms of geography, nationality, and tradition. 709 David-Neel is an example of a Buddhist
who made textual analysis into an actual analysis of Buddhist texts within different cultural
contexts. She was an early ethnographer who popularized Tibetan studies by describing the
culture and the indigenous peoples of the Himalayan region as they existed prior to and during
the first half of the twentieth century. This is important to the field of education today, as it
cultivates a multicultural approach to teaching and learning, expands its services globally, and
promotes social justice. 710
From the assessments of Tibet recorded over the past five centuries in missionary,
diplomatic, journalistic, travelogue, and social scientific reports, the travelogue emerged as
the predominant mode for interpreting Tibet to the Western public. 711 Shakya stated that even
after the opening of Tibet to Western tourists in the nineteen-eighties, the traveler’s perception
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influenced and sustained the popular perception of Tibet as a so-called hidden kingdom in a
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land of adventure and mystique. 712 David-Neel is best known as the travel writer who
described the culture of Tibet as she experienced it at the beginning of the twentieth century.
The pioneering accounts of Western missionaries, government officials, travelers, and
scholars relied on Western categories and comparisons with familiar religions (especially
Christianity) to link the foreign world they encountered with the familiar world of the West.
When the Orientalists named the ancient religion of Tibet in order to claim it, they established
Tibet in the Western mind as backward, barbaric, a-historic, and static. In contrast to many
reports from the early diplomats and Christian missionaries, David-Neel tried to understand
and clarify Buddhist precepts and practices as an insider from within the Tibetan culture, then
explain them to the Western audience in clear images and everyday language. Paine suggested
that David-Neel’s “real introduction to Buddhism began, not as professors back in Europe
taught it, but by stepping off the European spectrum of experience entirely.” 713
David-Neel linked much of the misrepresentation about Tibet to colonialistic thinking.
For example, she observed that people who were not acquainted with the Panchen Lama
described him as “a backward and superstitious monk, the enemy of foreigners and all that
pertains to Western civilization.” 714 She insisted that he was learned, enlightened, and liberalminded, then added that perhaps “he resents the servitude in which the British government
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keeps his country.” 715 Even though David-Neel acknowledged that the Westerner may be
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somewhat justified in regarding the necessity or usefulness of colonization, she made the
following observation about the validity of the Asiatic viewpoint: “But the Asiatic who sees his
country enslaved is still more justified in lacking friendly feelings toward the people who have
robbed him of his possessions, whatever methods, diplomatic ruses, or sheer violence they may
have used. 716
An Early Anthropologist, Ethnographer, and Ecologist
David-Neel also broke new ground in her studies of Buddhism from an ethnographic
perspective when she introduced a new approach to the study of Tibet as a target culture. She
did not conduct scientific observations in which she recorded facts about events and behaviors
from a distance. David-Neel donned a disguise as a Tibetan mendicant on a pilgrimage with
her lama-son and lived among the villagers as a participant-observer. She interacted with the
families and participated in their everyday chores, meals, and activities. No Westerner had ever
experienced the intimate details of Tibetan life that David-Neel recorded. She wrote about the
everyday lives of Tibetan women and the nomadic people of the Kham in such a way that the
practices of Bön and Buddhism that she described within the context of the Tibetan culture
became comprehensible to Westerners, and they wanted more information.
David-Neel was an early anthropologist-ethnographer-ecologist who immersed herself
in the Tibetan culture and achieved several unintended results. She was not scientifically
trained nor did she carry any scientific instruments besides a small compass. Although
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David-Neel never claimed to be a professional botanist, cartographer, or topographer, she
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added to the scientific knowledge of these fields by shipping botanical samples to France
for analysis, by discovering the source of the Po River, and by correcting the errors made by
cartographers in previously published maps of Tibet. 717 David-Neel considered all phenomena
worthy of investigation. She made careful observations of events she saw and linked Tibet’s
geographical location and physical environment to Tibetan culture and religious beliefs. 718
For example, David-Neel noticed how the altitude and the unpredictable climate affected the
people and their animals. She tried to find rational explanations for the “psychic sports” that
she observed and described in My Journey to Lhasa (1993), Magic and Mystery in Tibet
(1971), and Tibetan Journey (1992) but was often unable to find them. 719
Tibetan Women
David-Neel made other unintended discoveries when she encountered groups of rarely
interviewed Tibetans, such as the nomadic people of the Kham and the women who lived in
villages. She explored the heart of the Tibetan culture through her intimate contact with the
women and stated the following in My Journey to Lhasa (1993): “I was to live near the very
soul and heart of the masses of that unknown land, near those of its womenfolk whom no
outsider had ever approached.” 720
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Rawlinson identified what he considered to be a primarily Western concern: “that
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women are not spiritually inferior to men.” 721 David-Neel was interested in gender equality in
all areas, and she influenced the way that women were discussed in Buddhist and Tibetan
studies. First, she expanded the concept of women’s rights to include women from other
continents and ethnicities. Second, she investigated the question of a woman’s place in society
from the Buddhist position. This put femininity in an entirely different perspective from the
standard Western perspective in which motherhood was the ideal. Third, she described the
daily lives of Tibetan women from the position of a participant-observer. David-Neel boasted
that, as a foreigner, no one knew more about Tibetan women than she did.
David-Neel examined the topic of female spirituality in her discussion of Tibetan nuns
and Buddhist practitioners. Tibetan families often sent one male child to the monastery for
instruction and initiation while the female children remained at home. In comparison to men
who were monks, only a small number of women lived as nuns in hermitages. David-Neel
described the handful of nuns at the Chörten Nyima Gompa who courageously faced the
hardship of long Himalayan winters and inspired her to live for almost two years in a
hermitage.
Even though the path to Enlightenment was declared open to both men and women,
few women were revered as Enlightened. In her book, Immortality and Reincarnation:
Doctrines and Practices in China, Tibet, and India (1997), David-Neel described the Lady
Grand Lama, Dordji Phagmo, the abbess at the Sanding monastery who was thought to be a
manifestation of a deity in the Buddhist Tantric pantheon. She was regarded as one of the three
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most eminent tulkus in Tibet at the time. The other two were the Dalai Lama and the Panchen
Lama. David-Neel saw Dordji Phagmo in Lhasa during the festivities and wanted to meet her.
David-Neel went to visit the monastery on her way to Gyantse, but Dordji Phagmo was not in
residence. 722
When David-Neel wore her full lamaist garb of dark purple and golden brocade,
poor villagers asked her to bless them as she passed because they thought that she was a
manifestation of a dâkini, a kind of incarnated fairy who walks through the sky. 723 She was
amused by the attention she received and blessed them accordingly.
King Gésar of Ling
One of the most valuable contributions that David-Neel made to our understanding
of the lost Tibetan culture is the translation that she and Yongden completed of the epic poem
about King Gésar of Ling. Westerners knew little about the role of King Gésar in the
development of Tibetan national identity until David-Neel and Yongden investigated his
birthplace, published their translation of the poem sung by a traveling bard, and asserted that
Gésar was a real person who was born in Tibet. They explained that many Asians still hoped
for the return of this national Messiah who, like an invincible conqueror, will give Tibetans
domination of the world. 724 The Venerable Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche, a descendant of
Gésar, stated that (in this context) the idea of “warriorship” means “by facing all our enemies
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fearlessly, with gentleness and intelligence, we can develop ourselves and thereby attain selfrealization.” 725 This concept of warriorship at the heart of this epic poem is important because
it is central to Tibetan Buddhist beliefs. David-Neel called attention to the importance of oral
history and folklore in understanding Tibetan culture.
The Bön Religion and Tibetan Buddhism
David-Neel emphasized the unique blend of Bön, Hindu, and Tantric practices
that comprise Tibetan Buddhism. As the guest of a Bön abbot in a Bönpo monastery in the
Kham region of Tibet, she was allowed to interview the Bön practitioners and witness their
rites and rituals. David-Neel explained the similarities and differences between Bön and
Buddhist practices in Initiations and Initiates in Tibet (1993), Magic and Mystery in Tibet
(1971), The Superhuman Life of Gesar of Ling (1981) and Tibetan Journey (1992). Practices
intended to facilitate concentration and meditation have often been misinterpreted in the West
because of cultural differences. David-Neel explained these differences in simple language.
Her work remains meaningful today, validated by recent archeological finds in the Himalayan
Mountains where archaeologists have discovered hundreds of artifacts that include termas, or
“treasure texts,” hidden for centuries by Bön and Buddhist monks. These findings shed light on
the route of Buddhism from India into Tibet, the relationship between Bön and Buddhism, and
the early encounters between the East and West along the Silk Road. David-Neel’s firsthand
observations and writings bridged ancient civilizations and cultures.
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David-Neel described the Tibetan people and culture so well that she earned the
approval of Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, when he visited Samten Dzong
and the Alexandra David Néel Museum and Tibetan Cultural Centre in 1982 and 1986. 726
The Dalai Lama credited David-Neel with preserving the Tibetan culture as she experienced
it during the first quarter of the twentieth century. He observed that she was unusual because
she was a European versed in Sanskrit and Buddhist philosophy as well as a gifted linguist who
could converse with the Tibetan people. Although the Dalai Lama knew that David-Neel was
a Buddhist practitioner, he did not comment about her analysis of the Buddhist precepts. He
praised My Journey to Lhasa (1993) in its foreword as follows:
Its great merit is that it conveys the authentic flavor of Tibet as she found it,
described with affectionate humor. Perhaps scholars and historians today would
challenge many of the author’s opinions, but this does not affect her work’s
intrinsic worth. Sadly, due to changes imposed on the Land of Snows and its
people in recent years, much of what David-Neel describes is now lost forever,
which only increases the value of her account. 727
When the Dalai Lama spoke at the ceremonial opening of the David-Néel Tibetan
Cultural Centre in Digne, France in 1982, he stated that the Tibetan culture as it existed during
David-Neel’s time was irrevocably lost because the Chinese destroyed their way of life. 728
They demolished monasteries, burned sacred texts, executed monks, and murdered laypeople.
The Chinese Han (i.e., the largest ethnic group in mainland China) were relocated in Tibetan
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regions in order to infiltrate, dominate, and destroy the Tibetan culture. Intermarriage between
the two groups weakened the ethnic Tibetan strain, and Chinese was established as the primary
language taught in schools. The combination of these events is evidence of the systematic
genocide of the Tibetan people. 729
David-Neel never set out to be a witness to a lost culture; her presence was fortuitous.
Her interest was in comparative religion, not politics. She happened to be in Tibet at the right
time, and she possessed the linguistic skills and the Buddhist training needed to analyze the
Tibetan culture. David-Neel had two additional advantages: First, the Gomchen of Lachen
prepared her for her role as a witness by painting a broad picture of the Tibetan culture when
he told stories about the Tibetans and their lifestyles during her novitiate. Second, David-Neel
traveled with Yongden, a Tibetan lama who guided her and explained details of the Tibetan
culture as they went along. He proved to be invaluable as an interpreter of dialects, a translator
of texts, and a negotiator in difficult situations. Yongden was David-Neel’s protector
throughout her journey because he was resourceful, knowledgeable, and trusted by the
Tibetans. She would have been less successful without his help.
As David-Neel wrote about specific people, families, and incidents in the everyday
lives of Tibetans of various social ranks, she made an unfamiliar culture seem familiar to the
Western world through her use of language and imagery. The Dalai Lama observed that it
was rare to find a European traveler who could speak Tibetan and communicate with those
she met. 730 Understanding the language of the country was a key factor in her achievement.
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black-and-white photographs of temples, altars, celebrants, novices, pilgrims, and costumes
in several books that describe part of the Tibetan culture as it existed in the early twentieth
century.
David-Neel’s Place in Academic Writing
David-Neel wrote more than twenty books that have been translated into many
languages on five continents, but only a few of her books, such as My Journey to Lhasa (1993),
Magic and Mystery in Tibet (1971), and the Secret Oral Teachings in Tibetan Buddhist Sects
(1967), have retained their popularity and continue to be reprinted since their original
publication. Her works sit on the margin of academic writing for a variety of reasons.
David-Neel’s collection of books has been classified as being between academic and
popular writing. Her work did not meet the standard of the specialized writing style required in
higher education. It is important to understand that she wrote her books mostly from memory
after she returned to Europe from Asia. David-Neel carried a small notebook hidden in her boot
in which she wrote some basic information, but this scanty source did not satisfy those critics
who questioned the inconsistencies in her spelling and inaccuracies in recording factual
information, such as dates, routes, and place names. David-Neel was aware of these criticisms
and, according to her caregiver, Mme Peyronnet, she often tried to reconstruct her routes from
current maps and correct the dates and place names. However, she was unsuccessful because
her memory was faulty in her later years. 731
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the connections between events. 732 This frequently made her writing repetitious and difficult
to follow. However, she adopted a more formal academic approach when she explained
unfamiliar words, terms, and the history of exploration in Tibet in footnotes. 733 David-Neel
was criticized for omitting features that were part of traditional academic papers, such as a
chronological order of events, maps of her itinerary, a bibliography, and an index. Although she
gave more detailed information about specific topics than the average travel writer, the quality
of her writing did not meet academic standards.
Categorization of Works
David-Neel cannot be simplistically categorized under a single subject heading, such as
explorer or feminist. She was a complex woman: a product of the Victorian and Edwardian eras
who developed a holistic outlook on life. Her writings encompass mystical, philosophical,
sociological, political, and historical themes and reflect discourses that changed over time
within different cultures according to historical and personal experience. 734
Luree Miller described David-Neel as having a “chameleon nature” that “defeated
consistency.” 735 These words may also be applied, at least on the surface, to her written works.
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They have a chameleon-like quality because David-Neel wrote about a wide range of topics for
a diverse audience. There are shifts in the tone of her writing between philosophical statements,
doctrinal presentations, historical books, travel narratives, journal entries, and personal
correspondence. There are also shifts between her epistolary and narrative voices that reflect
the Orientalist, colonialist, and feminist discourses of the day. This shifting appears to be in
concert with David-Neel’s belief in the transitory nature of life that she explained in the
Buddhist precepts of impermanence, continual change, and collective experience. 736
Nevertheless, David-Neel remained constant in her presentation of Buddhist precepts and
practices, and like the enduring Buddhist doctrine, she remained true to her core values as she
adapted to various cultures and milieus.
The breadth and depth of David-Neel’s experience may present a problem to those who
attempt to reduce her life to a single dimension. Some historians ignored David-Neel’s books
while others cited her works only in their footnotes or bibliographies. Several biographers
devoted a chapter to a brief chronology of her life and an itinerary of her travels with minimal
analysis. 737 A handful wrote broad authorized or unauthorized accounts of David-Neel’s life
and times. A few revered her as a great contributor to our knowledge of Buddhism and Tibetan
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culture. 738 Jeffrey Paine, for example, stated that David-Neel’s books “belong to that rare
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category of writings that have effected a change in the world.” 739
According to WorldCat Identities, the audience level for David-Neel’s books ranks
between “general” and “special.” 740 Victoria Jonathan stated that David-Neel’s books
“occupied a singular place somewhere between the academic and the vulgar.” 741 She meant
that David-Neel made the information in her works accessible to the average person who was
not well-educated or part of the intellectually elite. This distinction is evidenced by the fact
that she wrote in everyday language for a wide audience. David-Neel made subjective
judgments about interpersonal relationships and connections between the environment and
all living things. She did not objectively report statistical information about the politics and
commerce of Tibet as men did who reported at that time.
David-Neel’s main strength in writing was that she captured the public’s interest about
the culture and the practices of Bön and Buddhism as she experienced them in Tibet. She made
it easy for armchair travelers to embark on mental journeys to the top of the world from the
safety and comfort of their home. The general public appreciated David-Neel as a master
storyteller and was not critical of her writing deficiencies. Her tales stimulated the curiosity of
readers and left them wanting more. As a result, David-Neel was recognized primarily as a
travel writer, not an academician.
738

See the bibliography for the following authors: Brosse (1978), Chalon (1985), Denys (1972),
Désiré-Marchand (2010), Foster and Foster (1987 and 1998), Middleton (1989), and Miller (1976).
739

Paine, Re-enchantment, 48.

740

WorldCat Identities. http://www.worldcat.org/identities.

741

Victoria Jonathan, “Early Explorers of Tibet” linked to Victoria Jonathan, “American Encounters with
Tibetan Material Culture.” http://www.tibetanmaterialhistory.

Motivation for Writing

220

David-Neel frequently stated that she wanted to write for the general populace. She
affirmed her belief that all people should have access to the teachings of Buddhism in her
books, but she also acknowledged her ambition for personal acclaim and the pressing need
for money in letters to her husband.
In the preface to Le Modernisme bouddhiste et le Bouddhisme du Bouddha (1911),
David-Neel stated that she wrote for the general public because she did not have the benefit of
such a book when she was learning about Buddhism: “From all this literature, we seek a simple
manual, elementary, I say, to satisfy the reader interested in enlightenment but with limited
time and possessing no special preparatory culture.” 742 This goal was in keeping with the
universal quality of the Buddha’s message and invitation to all peoples to end human suffering
regardless of gender, educational background, or social status. Just as David-Neel believed that
a person should be allowed to roam freely throughout the world without the hindrance of
territorial boundaries, 743 she believed that knowledge did not belong only to the elite.
Universal access to knowledge was a relatively new idea in Western Europe at the turn of the
twentieth century. At that time, men dominated the production and reproduction of knowledge.
The feminist discourse portrayed Western women as physically frail, intellectually inferior, and
susceptible to emotional breakdown. 744 David-Neel did not accept this discourse for herself or
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for other women. She expanded her audience beyond the elite to include both men and women
of all ages and ethnicities.
Despite the contemporary view that women should not be ambitious, David-Neel was
highly ambitious and wanted to be recognized as an intellectual far and wide. She repeated
this need for acclaim frequently in letters to her husband. Her desire was not satisfied by
performing onstage as an opera singer or singing in front of audiences in the casino in Tunis.
She wanted to be accepted into the male-dominated intelligentsia of Europe as an equal, if not
superior, Buddhist scholar. During her long walk to Lhasa, David-Neel often dreamed about
how her achievement would be applauded by European scholars and the general public, how it
would establish her position in the field of comparative religion, and how it would fatten her
purse.
In addition to performing onstage as a dramatic lecturer, David-Neel used her writing
ability to achieve financial independence. Ever since she was a young woman, David-Neel
advocated economic equality between genders. Financial independence was extremely
important to her because it meant that she could have the freedom to live as she wanted. The
need for money shaped David-Neel’s motivations. In order to write articles and books that
would appeal to the interests of the general public and sell well, she capitalized on the public’s
interest in magical and occult practices in the mysterious land of Tibet. David-Neel knew the
public was fickle and publications had to be timely. Therefore, she resolved to write nonstop
for the general populace and postponed writing scholarly works about Buddhism until she had
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more money. Middleton observed, “There were those in academic circles who were even cruel
enough to chide her for depreciating her knowledge to please the public.” 745
Although David-Neel constantly harped on the need for money in letters to her
husband, she was not avaricious. She wanted to live comfortably and pay her bills regularly.
Middleton stated that David-Neel simply wanted to “survive.” 746 David-Neel worked hard
to earn a living as a singer, a journalist, a lecturer, and an author, but only a few amounts
of income from these professions were recorded in her correspondence. She also inherited
money from her godmother and from each parent. David-Neel spent all of the inheritance from
her godmother on the trip to Ceylon and invested the money she inherited from her parents.
McColley pointed out that the money David-Neel requested from her husband was money that
she had saved from her personal earnings and investments. 747
Although David-Neel married a man who was financially secure, they soon separated.
Philippe Néel intended to finance his wife’s trip to India in 1911 for eighteen months, but it
became a journey that lasted fourteen years. David-Neel requested, and often demanded,
money from him many times in her letters. She borrowed money from missionaries, friends,
and workers at the French Consulate, too. At times, she was desperate to receive money
because she had to pay for the retinue of servants and beasts that carried her great loads of
books and artifacts; for writing supplies; and for food, clothing, shelter, and travel expenses
for herself and Yongden, the travel companion she adopted against her husband’s wishes.
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David-Neel borrowed money from her husband to send her manuscripts to France, transport her
goods, and pay for her journey back to Europe. He also helped tide her over with money until
she began to receive royalties from her books. David-Neel experienced financial security for
the first time when Philippe Néel left his pension to her after he died and she began to receive
royalties on a regular basis.
David-Neel’s Educational Views
David-Neel believed that a diploma given to a graduate of a Western universities was
needless since culture is a personal acquisition, but she was very proud of the robe of honor
given to her as an initiate of Tibetan Buddhism and of the honorary degrees that she received
from the Theosophical Society in Adyar, India and from the Tashilhunpo University in
Shigatze, Tibet. Nevertheless, David-Neel was ambivalent about her status outside of the
university’s walls. During her journeys throughout India and Asia, she often imagined
receiving the recognition from her former professors that she thought she deserved. David-Neel
wanted them to regard her as an equal, but she refused to submit to their guidance and complete
the required courses. Later, in 1925, when the professors helped to launch her career in
comparative education and offered to help David-Neel complete her degree, she took what
she needed from them, such as publicity and bookings, and resolutely went her own way. She
listed the numerous requests she received for the publication of articles and books in the
correspondence with her husband. Even though she knew that a degree would add to her
credibility as a lecturer and an author, David-Neel believed she could be successful as a lecturer
and a writer without spending the time and money needed to attain a degree in higher
education. It must be remembered, however, that time and money were major concerns for
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David-Neel in making long-term decisions because by then, she was almost sixty years old and
had to earn a living to provide for herself and her adopted son.
Because David-Neel remained outside of the university’s walls, many professionals in
higher education did not take her seriously. She maintained a status in the West as a gifted, but
amateur, explorer-ethnographer-scientist. Although David-Neel lacked the necessary academic
credentials to be offered a professor’s chair, she accomplished a great deal at the ground level
to influence the emerging field of Tibetan Buddhist studies because she was astute, far-sighted,
and practical.
Educational Approaches
David-Neel introduced diverse practices in higher education that were innovative
at beginning of the twentieth century in Western Europe. These include a holistic, integrative
approach to learning that credited the contributions of women and indigenous peoples. First,
she departed from the usual lecture methodology that permeated the system of education in
Western Europe at the end of the nineteenth century. Instead of presenting secondhand
information that she had heard or read about, David-Neel discussed what she actually
experienced. She dressed in Tibetan robes and displayed Oriental artifacts to audiences as
she told stories about her experiences in different Asian cultures. In this way, David-Neel
explained Buddhism as a living philosophy that adapts to different cultural contexts.
Second, David-Neel described instructional techniques used in Tibetan monasteries,
such as physically engaging learners in the learning process instead of continually lecturing
to them, urging experimentation and embedded learning as the pathway to knowledge, and
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honoring the viewpoints of women and minority groups. She attempted to debunk the notion
that a teacher has a quantity of knowledge that is “given” to students versus students relying
on their own feelings and experiences to achieve understanding. David-Neel maintained that
the cornerstones of learning are experience and context. Experiential learning is rooted in the
sensations and perceptions of the physical body, and cultural context affects the conditions in
which learning takes place. She believed (in accordance with Buddhist teachings) that students
must critically examine their experiences and come to their own conclusions based upon what
is true and good for themselves as well as for others.
David-Neel had definite opinions about her educational goals and her educational
approaches. She wanted to simplify the basic precepts and practices of Buddhism and clarify
any misconceptions that Westerns might have about Buddhism or the Tibetan culture. She
also wanted her works to be written in simple language and available to all people who were
interested in investigating Buddhism, regardless of gender, ethnicity, intellectual level, or
educational background. She proposed that her role was to offer a number of facts likely to
increase the reader’s knowledge but that each reader would interpret the teachings of the
Buddha according to his or her level of understanding. 748
The lecture circuit was well suited to David-Neel’s style of teaching through dramatic
presentations about subjects of her choosing. This was not in keeping with the dogmatic
teaching methods that were commonly used in Western Europe at the turn of the twentieth
century. David-Neel was a former actress who enjoyed the preparation of costumes, the display
of artifacts, and the adulation of a crowd. She enjoyed her autonomy as a lecturer and author
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and may have earned more money as an itinerant lecturer than she could have as a university
instructor without a degree in higher education.
Although David-Neel worked outside of the university, its walls were porous.
Li Lianrong asserted that the early Tibetologists should be categorized as borderland specialists
because they were often uncredited scholars and researchers who came from various
professions, such as merchants, teachers, officials, sociologists, anthropologists, or
ethnologists. 749 Explorers borrowed freely from one another, and researchers collaborated.
David-Neel appropriated information from others but gave them little acknowledgement
in return. Here are two examples: First, David-Neel copied Sir George Pereira’s maps of
the Tibetan region that led to her finding the source of the Po River and claimed the
achievement as her own. Next, she received help from the scholar Li Anzhai with her
manuscript about King Gésar of Ling without giving him any credit. There were no hardand-fast rules about acknowledging the source of shared materials at the beginning of the
twentieth century, but it appears that others were more generous with David-Neel than she
was with them. Nevertheless, she made significant nonscientific contributions to the field.
“Lamp of Wisdom”
Although she remained outside of the university’s walls, David-Neel should be
recognized as an educator for her written works, for providing ways to continue the dialogue
about the Tibetan culture and belief system after her death through the establishment of a
museum and Tibetan cultural center, and for continuing to inspire people to come out of their
comfort zones in order to transcend ignorance and attain wisdom through learning. Rawlinson
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stated that, strictly speaking, David-Neel was not a teacher in the usual sense, “but her books
were a form of teaching, not only because they explained the Tibetan tradition but also because
they were based on her own experience—and no other Westerner could claim as much.” 750
David-Neel did not approach issues scientifically, but she initiated a new direction for
the field of Buddhist and Tibetan studies in Western Europe at the beginning of the twentieth
century. She recognized the interconnectedness of all things and the interdependence of all
peoples, she promoted environmental awareness through botanical research, and she advocated
for social justice and equality in labor, gender, politics, and spirituality. Throughout her life
David-Neel advocated personal experience as the foundation of knowledge. For her, knowledge
meant answering the larger philosophical questions of life such as, who am I, what is my
purpose in life, and where do I fit in the universe?
In the introduction to the 1939 edition of Buddhism: Its Doctrines and Its Methods,
David-Neel asked if the study of Oriental philosophies is of importance while so many pressing
problems of the day demanded attention. She proposed that the situation of the world in the
twentieth century justified “an inventory of the capital of ideas possessed by humanity.” 751
She did not recommend that people copy the masters who lived centuries ago under different
conditions than theirs, but that people recall certain fundamental precepts and mental
disciplines laid down by these masters. She stated the following belief:
The contrast existing between our habitual opinions and those expressed by
philosophers belonging to other ages and to other countries than ours ought to
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help us see more clearly whatever is worth preserving and confirming in our
stock of ideas and principles and what we should do well to reject. 752
David-Neel’s observation that we can learn from other philosophies is inclusive. It is based
upon the idea that experience, critical thinking, and reflection can lead to discernment about
how to live in harmony with ourselves, with others, and with the environment. Her suggestion
is as relevant in the twenty-first century as when she wrote these words many decades ago.
Conclusion
During the first part of the twentieth century, there was an international spiritual
movement in which thousands of people from the West journeyed to the East in search of
personal enlightenment. This movement was practically unnoticed in the field of adult
and higher education. Although their quests often took many years, most of these pilgrims
eventually returned home to share what they had learned with other adult seekers. Alexandra
David-Neel was one of these spiritual pilgrims who had roots in the Theosophical movement
in Europe at the end of the nineteenth and the early twentieth century. She was a Buddhist
modernist who helped create the field of Tibetan Buddhist studies. She asked new questions
about the relationship between Buddhist precepts and practice, textual analysis in isolation
versus within cultural context, and women’s spirituality. These questions helped influence a
change in the field of Buddhist studies from one that was male-dominated, where texts were
analyzed in isolation and scholars explained the texts to each other, to one that became more
inclusive, collaborative, experiential, and holistic. David-Neel was a transitional figure who
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Tantric teachings by offering rational explanations that were easy to understand and by inviting
people to investigate and experience the teachings for themselves. Although David-Neel did
not approach issues scientifically, she prompted a new direction to the field of Buddhist and
Tibetan studies in Western Europe. In the process, she became an amateur ethnographer who
popularized Buddhist studies, preserved the culture of Tibet, and spread the teachings of
Tantric Buddhism to the West.
Directions for Future Research
The purpose of this investigation is to introduce Alexandra David-Neel to a broader
audience and to examine her life through an educational lens. Little research has been
conducted to explore her ideas about education or the way that her writing has influenced the
way we study Buddhism and the Tibetan culture today. Several dissertations based on
David-Neel’s books in English have been written, but I suggest that it is necessary to read
her personal journal, diary, and correspondence with her husband in order to gain a fuller
understanding of her views about the nature of knowledge and the educational methodologies
she recommended. The findings of this study have a number of implications for future research
in adult and higher education:
1. Because the field of adult education was in its infancy at the beginning of the twentieth
century, the international spiritual movement in which individuals from the West journeyed
to the East in search of personal enlightenment, then returned home to share what they had
learned with other adults, was not included in its early history. In the late nineteenth and early
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twentieth centuries, public intellectuals, such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, spoke and wrote about
personal spiritual experience, the importance of ethical living, and living in accord with nature.
One direction for future research is to identify and examine the lives of public intellectuals who
were part of this spiritual movement and the impact they had on adult and higher education.
2. Nondegreed public intellectuals spoke and wrote about the biases of colonialism and
Orientalism to broad audiences in the West at the beginning of the twentieth century. A second
direction for future research is to investigate the lives and teachings of these individuals and to
explore what impact their counter-hegemonic message made on the Western audience.
3. In order for adult education to become inclusive, it would be advantageous to hear the
voices of those who have not completed a degree in higher education but are self-directed,
lifelong learners who have influenced our appreciation about learning from non-Western
cultures and philosophies. A third direction for future research is to investigate the lives of
these individuals, the cultures they reflect, and the knowledge they shared with others because
they present a different perspective from the degreed White male in adult and higher education.
4. A fourth area for future research is to identify nondegreed individuals who set a new
example of teaching at the beginning of the twentieth century that involved the active
participation of students in experiential learning, teacher-student interaction, embedded
education, and the contributions of women and indigenous peoples.
The findings of this study about Alexandra David-Neel as an educator add to the
growing body of literature about the nature of knowledge production: the power base in
determining what knowledge is taught, who is taught, and how that knowledge is taught in
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adult and higher education. It allows new voices and perspectives to be heard about multiple
ways of knowing and experiential learning. It also sheds light on the intellectual potential of
older learners and their search for meaning. After one hundred years, Alexandra David-Neel
still inspires readers to pass through their habitual ways of living and explore the unknown.
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